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Abstract iii
Abstract
After the 1948 Civil War, Costa Rican people redefined their society and democracy, and created
a nation that, unlike many others in the region, was able to withstand pressures toward corruption
and violence. By examining personal narratives, this study observes how various groups such as
Costa Rican men, women, and Afro-West Indians related to the nation‟s traditions of democracy
and its identity of exceptionalism. In 1948, Costa Ricans fought against a government that they
viewed as corrupt and oppressive to secure a better future for not only themselves, but for all of
Costa Rica.
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Introduction
Costa Rica is a Central American nation bordered by Nicaragua, Panamá, the Caribbean
Sea and the Pacific Ocean. Today the nation is recognized for eco-tourism, which is one of its
most profitable industries and for its commitment to environmental protection. Costa Rica also
has the image of regional exceptionalism: a democratic nation that has avoided the violence,
corruption, and dictatorship that characterize parts of the history of its neighbors in Latin
America. Scholars who study Latin American history often comment on Costa Rican
exceptionalism and the resilience of its democracy. Within Costa Rica as well, exceptionalism is
an important part of national identity. One popular tourist attraction and symbol of democracy in
Costa Rica is the national museum.2 Once an armory, training ground, and symbol of discipline,
the Bella Vista Fort now is home to the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica.3 The walls of the fort
still bear bullet holes from the final battles of the Costa Rica Civil War, but the building itself is
a symbol of the nation‟s commitment to building an environment of trust and political stability.4
On December 1, 1948, revolutionary leader José Figueres Ferrer broke down part of the fort‟s
tower to symbolize the abolition of the army and a commitment to the prevention of dictatorships
and further moments of Civil War.5
The period of the Civil War and the Junta reshaped democracy in Costa Rica as well as
Costa Rican identity. After 1948, Costa Rican society became more pluralist, which was able to
withstand pressures from corruption, violence, and neo-imperialism.

2

Administrator. “The Bellavista Headquarters : Witness , Actor and Historic Symbol.” Museo Nacional De Costa
Rica, www.museocostarica.go.cr/en_en/el-cuartel-bellavista/el-cuartel-bellavista.html?Itemid=56.

3

Ibid.

4

Ibid.

5

Ibid.
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Before the abolition of the national army in 1949, Costa Rica fell to a period of violence
in the 1940s, but the people resisted in the forms of non-violent protest, violent protest, and in
1948, the Civil War. José Figueres led the Opposition forces known as the Army of National
Liberation and the Caribbean Legion and fought against the government army and the progovernment militias. To Figueres, a violent revolution was necessary to save Costa Rica from
continuous violence.
The Costa Rican Civil War began after the presidential election on February 2, 1948.
Candidates Otilio Ulate Blanco and Rafáel Ángel Calderón Guardia were in a tight race against
one another resulting in Ulate‟s victory.6 Calderón however, claimed that the results were
fraudulent and called the election into question. For nearly a month Congress discussed the
election and on March 1, 1948, ruled in favor of Calderón.7 That same day a group of irregular
troops and police attacked the house of Dr. Luis Valverde Vega, where Ulate was visiting. The
attack resulted in the death of Dr. Valverde an event that many Costa Ricans believed to be an
act of a dictatorship.8 Many enraged citizens went to Figueres‟ farm, La Lucha Sin Fin, where
he had started planning for a violent revolution for years prior to the 1948 election that afterward
many citizens called the results into question.9 At La Lucha Sin Fin. Figueres and other leaders
began to train the citizens into soldiers. After March 12, the war intensified, and fighting lasted

6

Archivo Nacional de Costa Rica. Document 2534-137. Report. Accessed October 23, 2017.

7

Ibid.

8

Ibid.

9

La Lucha Sin Fin translate to “the endless struggle” in Spanish. Figueres named La Lucha Sin Fin in this manner,
because of the shape the property was in when he bought it and his belief that life is an endless struggle. Henrietta
Boggs. Married to a Legend: My Life With Don Pepe. 2nd ed. CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2017.
36.
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until April 19.10 When the war ended, the Junta was inaugurated into office on May 8, 1948. The
Junta worked to repair the nation making many changes.11
Costa Rica was not isolated from the events around it; instead, it faced the impacts of
neo-imperialism, corruption, and violence similar to its neighboring nations. The Costa Rican
Civil War was a defining moment for the country: citizens took up arms to fight against a
government that they believed had left democratic traditions and faced falling into a dictatorship
under Rafael Calderón. Not only did the Costa Rican Civil War address these claims of the
possible dictatorship and corruption, but it also provided an avenue for the creation of a more
pluralist society.

Historical Background:
Before 1502, the region, now known as Costa Rica, was home to an estimated 80,000
indigenous people, who in turn were in contact with many other indigenous groups that passed
through the area for trade and migration.12 The pre-Colombian people lived sustainably and
participated in slash and burn to farm.13 When Christopher Columbus encountered the region
that is now Costa Rica, he named it “Rich Coast” hoping that the beautiful lush coasts were an
indication of the riches held within.14 Due to the lack of gold and minerals, many Spanish settlers
declined to live in the region.15 Throughout the development of the region, the population of

10

“Línea de tiempo.” El Espíritu Del 48.

11

John Patrick Bell, Crisis in Costa Rica: The 1948 Revolution. Vol. 24. Austin: Published for the Institute of Latin
American Studies by the University of Texas Press, 1971. 154.

12

Sterling Evans, The Green Republic: A Conservation History of Costa Rica. 1st ed. Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1999. 20-24.

13

Ibid.

14

Ibid., 24.

15

Ibid.
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Costa Rica grew slowly as several different waves of immigration, most notably during the 19th
century due to the introduction of the coffee sector and later on the banana. Immigrants came to
Costa Rica from many different regions like Europe and the Caribbean.16,17 Migrations from a
variety of regions not only played an essential role in the ways that Costa Ricans identified
themselves but allowed racial tensions to affect how the government addressed changes in the
Constitution after the 1948 Civil War.
Costa Rica continued to grow throughout the 1800s after becoming an independent
nation. As it grew, the wealthy elite maintained many of the governmental positions that they
had held during the colonial times.18 The coffee elites continued to promote themselves and their
interests, sometimes creating feuds and in some instances of short lived dictatorships.19 One
example of an early dictatorship occurred in 1870 when Colonel Tomás Guardia came to power
and ruled for twelve years.
During his time in office, Guardia welcomed Minor C. Keith and the railroad that
significantly affected the nation.20 Minor C. Keith was born in Brooklyn, New York into a
family that was known for their construction of rail lines throughout Latin America.21 Keith and
his brother, Henry, were invited into Costa Rica to develop the railroad. In 1837, the Costa Rican
government struggled with financing the project, and Henry Keith ceased operations.22 However,
in 1875, Minor Keith assisted the government in finding the finances and built the rail line from
16

Ibid.

17

Monica A. Rankin and ProQuest (Firm), The History of Costa Rica. Santa Barbara, California: Greenwood, an
imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC, 2012. 7.

18

Charles D. Ameringer, Democracy In Costa Rica. New York, N.Y.: Praeger, 1982. 17.

19

Ibid.

20

Ibid., 18-19.

21

Thomas M. Leonard, "Keith, Minor C.." In Encyclopedia of U.S.-Latin American Relations, edited by Thomas M.
Leonard, 530. Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2012. doi: 10.4135/9781608717613.n495.

22

Ibid.
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the West Coast city of Puntarenas to the East Coast city of Puerto Limón. He also constructed a
line from Puerto Limón to San José, the future capital of Costa Rica.23 The railroad allowed the
newly developing fruit companies to move their products with ease; as well as allowed foreignbased companies to expand deeper into Costa Rica.24
Throughout the late 1800s and the early 1900s, the nation grew to become more
pluralistic both economically and culturally.25 Not only did the expanding coffee industry create
more labor roles, but also the construction of the railroad and the growing banana industry
introduced more racial and cultural elements to the nation. By the late 1800s, Costa Rica grew
from being an impoverished Spanish colony to a growing and diverse nation.26 The development
of racial and economic diversity in Costa Rica, especially after large groups of black West Indian
migrant workers arrived, played an essential role in the development of the nation. Many Costa
Ricans during this time began to explore their identity questioning what it means to be Costa
Rican. The introduction of the black West Indians further challenged that identity. Costa Ricans
were proud of their “whiteness” based off their European heritage regardless of any indigenous
ancestry, whereas the introduction of black West Indians threatened the construct of that
identity.27
Although bananas and coffee brought financial growth to Costa Rica, the people quickly
saw the disadvantages of only having two central sources of industry. Due to the limited exports,
Costa Rica entered the first nineteen years of the 20th century with difficulties. Coffee exports

23

Ibid.

24

Ivette Perfecto and John H. Vandermeer, Breakfast of Biodiversity: The Truth About Rain Forest Destruction.
Oakland, Calif: Institute for Food and Development Policy. 1995. 3.

25

Ameringer, Democracy in Costa Rica, 18.

26

Ibid., 18.

27

Ibid., 4 and 18.

Introduction 6
became limited during the First World War, and the people of Costa Rica felt the pressures of
economic hardships once again.28 Colonel Federico Tinoco and his brother overthrew the
government and implemented a dictatorship that lasted just over two years.29 According to
Charles Ameringer, author of Democracy in Costa Rica, the Tinoco brothers censored the press
and expanded the army and number of spies in the cities.30 However, due to protest by the Costa
Rican teachers and students and threats from the Nicaraguan government, Tinoco resigned and
fled the nation. Afterward, the people were able to establish a democratic government once
again.31
After the end of the Tinoco dictatorship, some political thinkers in Costa Rica such as
Jorge Volio began to criticize the government and the oligarchy for only serving themselves and
ignoring the problems of the majority of the citizens in the nation.32 Volio created the Reformist
Party, which focused on serving the people. Ameringer relates that the Reformist Party was the
first social movement in Costa Rica. Volio‟s ideas challenged the government and the coffee
elites.33 However, the Reformist Party disappeared after Volio‟s attempt to overthrow the elected
president in 1926. Due to the disappearance of the Reformist Party, the Communist Party in
Costa Rica began to develop during the Great Depression. The Communist Party began to grow
slowly taking advantage of the declining conditions in Limón. Not only did the Great Depression
affect the exports of the banana but also the fungus known as the Panamá Disease significantly
affected the crops. Dying crops and legislation that prevented companies from hiring West

28

Ibid., 22.

29

Ibid., 22-23.

30

Ibid.,23.

31

Ibid.

32

Ibid., 24.

33

Ibid., 24-25.
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Indians outside of the Atlantic region trapped many West Indians in the Limón province.
Throughout the 1930s, the Communist Party organized strikes and called for reforms to address
the labor laws in Costa Rica.34
Democracy in Costa Rica faced further challenges starting in the 1940s. In 1940, Rafael
Ángel Calderón Guardia was elected as president. Calderón was the son of Tomás Guardia, a
liberal reformer and cafetalero elite.35 Before his election, Calderón was a wealthy doctor who
was known and loved by the people. He earned this respect by helping Costa Ricans on a
personal level. The people praised him because of his charitable acts, such as providing housing,
helping to find jobs, and tending to ill children.36 He had the support of the National Republican
Party and many of Costa Rica‟s wealthy elite.37 Calderón won the election over an eighty percent
lead over Manuel Mora Valverde, the Communist Party leader.38 However, once in office his
support began to dwindle.
Rafael Calderón, early on in his presidency, attempted to lessen the dramatic gap between
classes. His decision to create a variety of social programs won the support of the lower
economic classes but, in turn, turned his wealthy supporters against him.39 Some of his first goals
in reforming the state were to reconstruct the public health care programs, provide better
healthcare programs to rural areas, and create protection for workers.4041 The wealthy elites
believed Calderón betrayed his class when he began to develop laws that supported their
34

Ibid., 26.

35

Rankin, The History of Costa Rica, 101.

36

Boggs, Married to a Legend. 84.

37

Ibid., 85, and Rankin, The History of Costa Rica, 101.

38

Rankin, The History of Costa Rica, 101.

39

Boggs, Married to a Legend, 85.

40

Ibid.

41

Rankin, The History of Costa Rica, 101.
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mistreated workers who were paid low wages on their farms and plantations. To further his
success in passing the reforms, Calderón knew he had to surround himself with those who shared
similar ideals. Two of the men that Calderón called upon to help support these reforms were the
Communist Party leader Manuel Mora and Archbishop Victor Sanabria.42 The union brought
together men from a variety of different backgrounds who believed that there were many people
in need and that by working together they could promote reforms that would be for the common
good.43
Although there was some progress towards bettering the lives of the lower class in Costa
Rica, such as the building of a governmental housing project or the polices to protect workers,
criticisms of the Calderón administration continued. An example of one of the more outspoken
critics of the Calderón administration was the future leader of the revolutionary army, José
Figueres Ferrer.
Figueres was born in 1906 to Spanish immigrants that had recently moved to Costa Rica.
He studied in the United States at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology for a brief period
and had an interest in philosophy and politics.44 Figueres was not a politician by trade; he was a
businessperson and a farm owner. In 1928, he returned to Costa Rica and bought his farm, La
Lucha Sin Fin, which was a few hours outside of San José, where he spent much of his time
working.45 While operating his farm, Figueres paid close attention to the nation's political
situation, and he believed that this unity between Archbishop Sanabria, Manuel Mora, and
Calderón was corrupt. He believed these men among others in the Calderón administration were
42

Boggs, Married to a Legend, 86.

43

Ibid.

44

45

Thomas M. Leonard, "Figueres Ferrer, José." In Encyclopedia of U.S.-Latin American Relations, edited by
Thomas M. Leonard, 345. Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2012. doi: 10.4135/9781608717613.n316.
Ibid.
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getting rich off government‟s money, which should have been used to help mend the drastic
wage gap between the classes in Costa Rica.46 As Calderón‟s presidency continued and the
Second World War intensified, his actions and policies were called into question by Figueres and
the coffee elite.
During the Second World War, communication between the leaders in Costa Rica and the
United States at this time was amicable. Early on during the Second World War, Calderón
allowed the United States military to operate on bases in Costa Rica to safeguard the Panama
Canal. He valued this alliance and continued to offer support to the United States throughout the
war. The bond between the United States of America and Costa Rica during the wartime brought
in more funding for Calderón to create social changes as well as the construction of the PanAmerican Highway, which connected San José to Panamá and was projected to boost the
economy in Costa Rica.47 After the attack by a Nazi submarine on the San Pablo, a steamboat
owned by the United Fruit Company, on July 2, 1942, in a port in the Limón province and the
attack by the Japanese on Pearl Harbor just months afterward on December 7, 1942, Calderón
declared war on the Axis powers.48
Throughout the war, Calderón provided natural resources to the allied effort, as well as
arresting German, Italian, and Japanese citizens and migrants, and sending them to internment
camps in the United States as well as in Costa Rica.49 For example, an internment camp was set
up at Agenda San Martin/10 and Calle 32 in San José.50 The Costa Rican government blacklisted

46

Ibid., 87.

47

Rankin, The History of Costa Rica, 103-04.

48

Ibid.

49
50

Ibid., 104.
Guillermo Villegas Hoffmeister, Testimonios del 48. Translated by Amberlyn Britt. San José , Costa Rica.
Editorial de la Universidad de Costa Rica. 1998. 21.
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several of the people with the German, Italian, and Japanese descent.51 Many Costa Rican
citizens were outraged by the attacks on their neighbors and close acquaintances.52 However,
due to the attack on the steamboat San Pablo, there were groups of Costa Ricans who felt
enraged by the incident and attacked members of the various ethnic groups due to their German,
Italian, or Japanese ancestry. German and Italian businesses were pillaged and destroyed when
riots broke out.53 The acts of violence and hate were supported and even encouraged by
government officials and public figures, such as presidential candidate and former President
León Cortés.54 For many in the upper class, the support of the attacks on Germans and Italians
were viewed as Calderón further betraying his class.55

Buildup to the Civil War
The arrests and attacks on German and Italian citizens raise an essential question about
national identity in Costa Rica during this time. Although minorities, like the West Indians,
which will be discussed later in detail in the thesis, the Japanese, and the Chinese were often
targets of racial discrimination and found it hard to gain citizenship. People with white, European
descent also struggled to fit into the mold of what it meant to be to be Costa Rican. The actions
committed against innocent Costa Rican citizens and immigrants raise the question of the
hierarchal structure of Costa Rican identity, were people of Spanish descent viewed as more
Costa Rican than people of other European descent? Alternatively, was the violence closely
related to the mistrust many people around the world were feeling towards German and Italians
51

Villegas Hoffmeister, Testimonios del 48, 21.

52

Ibid., 22.

53

Ibid.

54

Ibid.

55

Ibid.
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during the Second World War? Nonetheless, these moments of violence that were enticed by the
government began to lead Costa Ricans to believe that the government was corrupt. The political
climate was erupting, and this was not what the majority of the Costa Rican‟s were used to or
willing to tolerate.56 Throughout the next six years, the political climate continued to intensify,
and the Opposition grew and began gathering resources. By 1948, the Opposition was ready to
start a revolution.

Historiography
The current historiography on the Costa Rican Civil War focuses on the development of
democracy in Costa Rica, as well as José Figueres‟ role. Scholars such as Charles D. Ameringer,
author of Democracy in Costa Rica and Don Pepe: The Life of José Figueres; Patrick Bell,
author of Crisis in Costa Rica; Kyle Longley, author of The Sparrow and the Hawk: Costa Rica
and the United States During the Rise of Jose Figueres; and finally Bruce M. Wilson, author of
Costa Rica: Politics, Economics, and Democracy, all bring Costa Rica into the discussion of
violence and governmental corruption in Latin America. Many of the discussions about Latin
America during the Cold War often note that Costa Rica was an example of exceptionalism, due
to its ability to resist governmental corruption, as well as pressures from other dictatorships.
However, as the authors mentioned above argue, Costa Rica did fall in a period of stateorganized violence, and governmental corruption.57,58,59,60,61
56

Ibid., 23.

57

Ameringer, Democracy in Costa Rica.

58

Charles D. Ameringer, Don Pepe: A Political Biography of José Figueres of Costa Rica. Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 1978.

59

Bell, Crisis in Costa Rica.

60

Kyle Longley, The Sparrow and the Hawk: Costa Rica and the United States During the Rise of José Figueres.
Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press. 1997.

Introduction 12
One of the main arguments that scholars focus on when discussing the Civil War is how
democracy in Costa Rica developed. Longley and Ameringer argue how the colonial system in
Costa Rica allowed democracy to grow. Both examine how the lack of firm political control
from the Spanish Crown and lesser tensions between race and economic classes during colonial
times led to pre-independence democratic development.62 Wilson and Bell argue the opposite
that there was not a deep-rooted democratic ideology in Costa Rica before 1948, but it was the
development and the actions of the Opposition during the war and the Junta that established
democracy. The discussion of how democracy began is crucial to understanding the effects of the
Civil War. On the one hand, if democracy is traced back before Costa Rica‟s independence from
Spain, the actions of the revolutionaries was an act of taking back their nation and reinstalling
democratic traditions that they have felt have been hindered or wholly abandoned. On the other
hand, if one considers the actions of the Junta and the Civil War to be the defining moment in
Costa Rica establishing a real democracy, the nation did not abandon democratic ideals, and the
concept of democracy was new to the people. By studying this subject in depth, I believe that the
Costa Rican Civil War was not the defining moment for democracy; instead, Costa Rica had a
history of being a democratic nation, sometimes falling privy to corruption and violence from the
oligarchy but at each time revitalizing the nation back to a democratic rule. In the 1940s, the
nation fell into period violence and corruption that was either orchestrated or supported by the
government, and it was the beliefs of democracy and Costa Rican identity that ended the
violence and established a lasting democracy.
The current scholarship has presented the material on the Civil War has focused on the
role that José Figueres and the Junta had on reshaping the nation. The current historiography
61

Bruce M. Wilson, Costa Rica: Politics, Economics, and Democracy. Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998.

62

Longely, The Sparrow and the Hawk, 5-6.
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lacks a discussion of how the average citizen, women, or people of color also were actors during
this period. Although Bell highlights the events of the Civil War overall and discusses some of
the different groups of people fighting during this time, such as the communist and the
revolutionaries, there is a lack of exploration into the agency that women and people of color had
in these movements. So far, the scholarship has only addressed part of the narrative, but by
adding the narrative of the women and people of color, it provides a deeper understanding of
how this moment in Costa Rican history affected the nation and its identity as a whole.
I intend on adding to the current historiography by exploring how the ideologies of the
people fighting alongside Figueres shaped the Costa Rican Civil War and the period of the Junta.
The scholarship mentioned earlier focused on the role that José Figueres had as the leader of the
revolution and the president of the Junta but spent little time reviewing how the people of Costa
Rica were able to shape the revolution to benefit them. Figueres may have been the spark that
helped prepare Costa Rica for war, but it was the role of the people that brought change to the
nation. By exploring the position that the people had in the events of the Civil War and period of
the Junta, I will focus on how the men and women in Costa Rica identified themselves, and how
the groups faced the challenges of racism and sexism.
Identity played an essential role in the events that surrounded the Civil War in Costa
Rica. By exploring how Costa Ricans identify themselves, the part that they played, and wanted
to play in society, one can see how they struggled during the years before the Civil War. One can
also see the times that they have succeeded in challenging the government to make changes to
the law and changing the definition of a Costa Rican citizen. This thesis will explore how women
were able to find their voice in a machismo society, where men believed that women did not
have a place in politics. It will also explore the way Afro-Caribbean migrants were able to gain
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citizenship but also have the right to vote, giving them a say in the laws that they would have to
follow. As stated before, Costa Ricans had a firm belief of their national identity, which was
white, and like in many cases, viewed women as subordinate to men. Minorities and women
faced the challenge of carving out a place for themselves in the nation as equal participants. By
challenging the preconceived identity of what it means to be Costa Rican the Civil War and the
period of the Junta, created an avenue to reconceptualize Costa Rican identity.
This thesis will also explore how Costa Ricans viewed and related to the ideology of
democracy. Exploring the democratic theories by Robert A. Dahl, and C.B. Macpherson, I intend
to explore how Costa Ricans saw democracy and the way they believed a government should
function. Dahl proposes that there are two different dimensions of democracy in his essay “A
Democratic Paradox?” The first dimension that he highlights is the necessity for equal rights and
opportunities such as the right to vote.63 In Costa Rica, the right to vote before the Civil War
was limited. Women were unable to vote, and the plethora of restrictions against West Indian
and other migrant families made it challenging them to apply and receive citizenship, therefore
limiting their opportunity to vote. The second dimension that Dahl discusses is the voluntary
exercise of said rights by political participation, which is a necessity for the continuation of
democracy.64 Dahl‟s theories of the two dimensions of democracy represent what many Costa
Ricans viewed as necessary when thinking about a system of government.
C.B. Macpherson, the author of The Real World of Democracy, asserts that there are
multiple definitions of democracy and that the term has changed over time.65 In many cases, it is
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hard to define what democracy is, and often it means something different to different people.
Macpherson gives two examples of democracy; one is a Western Liberal democracy, which goes
hand in hand with capitalism.66 Western Liberal democracy came after the “liberal society and
the liberal state were firmly established.”67 Due to the establishment of the society, democracy
had to adjust to a developed market society.68 However, for nations that recently gained
independence or had previously been undeveloped, democracy was a revolution against the
“liberal capitalist society and state.”69 For these nations, democracy is a rule for the people and
by the people.70 Costa Rica did struggle economically and had a significant gap between the
working class and the elite plantation owners. In the early years of his presidency, Calderón
worked with different groups, such as the Church and the Communist Party, to gain support for
social reforms. However, soon he and his fellow administrators were accused of putting money
into their own pockets. Calderón started his presidency in an attempt to govern for the people,
but in the end, citizens accused Calderón and his administration of stealing money and
promoting violence against Costa Rican people. The Opposition, under the command of José
Figueres, fought for what they believed to be the common good. It was the fear of losing the
ability to partake in politics equally, as well as the rise of government-supported violence that led
Costa Rican citizens to take up arms in a violent revolution.
Although many scholars who have written about the Costa Rican Civil War comment on
the importance of democracy to the Costa Rican people, they do not define democracy according
to them. It is clear that the people of Costa Rica believed the government should be run by the
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people and for the people when applying the theories of Macpherson and Dahl with the claims of
political corruption centered on the 1948 election. The electoral fraud took away their voice or
the lack of a voice that added to other tensions that led to the outbreak of war. This thesis will
explore how people in Costa Rica defended democracy, fought for the right to vote ,and fought
for citizenship that the government and legislation had excluded before 1948.
This research will also explore how political ideologies seen throughout Central America
and the Caribbean affected the events of the revolution. During his exile, José Figueres traveled
across Central America and Mexico. Throughout the thesis, I will discuss his travels in El
Salvador, Guatemala, and Mexico and how the experiences provided Figueres with invaluable
information and resources to start a revolution. By relating his experiences in Mexico, I will also
compare the development of the Costa Rican Civil War to the Mexican Revolution. By exploring
how the Mexican Revolution and Mexico´s reconstruction period influenced the development of
the Costa Rican Civil War and the period of the Junta, I will be able to focus on how the shared
ideas among Latin American nations. Chris Frazer, author, and editor of Competing Voices from
The Mexican Revolution states, “the Mexican Revolution persisted as a template for a
revolutionary Latin American nationalist.”71 I also will relate how outside pressures affected the
Civil War in Costa Rica and the role other leaders had on Figueres during the Junta. By
exploring how the ideologies and political situation in other nations in Central America and the
Caribbean affected the political situation in Costa Rica as well as the ideologies of its leaders, I
will be able to explore how Costa Rica connected to the rest of Central America. This will also
help me explore the ways that the ideologies across Central America and the Caribbean shaped
movements like the Costa Rican Civil War.
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It is important to note that many Costa Ricans use the terms “revolution” and “civil war”
interchangeably. However, to look at the term revolution, one can turn to Theda Skocpol, author
of States and Social Revolutions, A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia, and China. Skocpol
highlights the differences between political and social revolutions. A political revolution is a
transformation of a state structure, and social revolution is a class-based revolt that changes both
a society‟s state and class structure.72 Although the leaders of the Opposition leaders, like José
Figueres, wanted to reform the state and secure a democratic government, he inspired a social
revolution. Many of the Opposition‟s leaders were from the middle class and possibly the upper
class in Costa Rica, but the participants fighting in the ranks of the Opposition were from a
variety of different classes.
The Civil War, for Costa Rica, changed more than just the state; it brought social and
political changes for the people. Although the leaders of the Opposition may have been part of
the upper and middle classes, many people from the lower and working classes took up arms to
fight for the version of the government they wanted to represent them. As will be discussed later
in the thesis, many fought against the corrupt dictatorship to form a government they believed in,
and others fought for their causes such as social mobility and political rights.

Sources:
One of the more significant resources that I have utilized to complete the thesis is the
collection of testimonies compiled by Guillermo Villegas Hoffmeister. In the years following the
Civil War, Villegas Hoffmeister created the six-book collection of the Testimonios del 48.
Villegas Hoffmeister was a journalist with a passion for history and a solider for the
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Opposition.73,74 To collect the testimonies, Villegas Hoffmeister traveled across Costa Rica to
collect former soldiers‟ narratives that told the tale of when Costa Rica radically changed.75
Within the collections, there are testimonies from various participants from both the Opposition
and the government‟s forces. The collections have provided an abundance of information that
has been useful in developing this narrative. The testimonies answered many questions for
example, the reason why people began to take up arms as well as how they viewed the current
political situation. When reading these narratives, it is important to note that each and everyone
has their own unique biases of the events that occurred and have been read carefully to formulate
this thesis. Other useful sources are writings from José Figueres, and his wife, Henrietta Boggs,
some of which they had written during the years of the Civil War, which allow insight into the
ways leaders addressed the events of the war.
The focus of the first chapter is on the claims of the Costa Rican exceptionalism during
the Cold War and the ways that the events of the 1940s challenged that notion. The first chapter
will open up discussions about Costa Rica as a Central American and Caribbean country as well
as placing in conversation with other nations. The first chapter will explore how the similarities
and differences in the development of Costa Rica with its neighbors; it will also highlight some
of the shared ideologies seen during the 1940s and the early years of the Cold War. Costa Rica
like many of the nations around it struggled to find a balance between economic inequalities,
racial tension, neo-imperial claims, all of which challenged the democracy the country repeatedly
tried to maintain. Costa Rica was viewed as a role model for Latin American countries at the
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time; however, much like other nations, it began to crack under the pressures of both internal and
external pressures.
In the second chapter, I outlined the events of the war. The second chapter explores how
the soldiers fighting within the ranks of the Army of National Liberation, and the government
forces, related to the war. By utilizing personal narratives, newspapers, and scholarly work helps
create a timeline of events. It explores how Figueres addressed pressures from Nicaragua, the
United States of America, his allies from the Caribbean Legion, and most importantly the people
of Costa Rica. The chapter also explores the period of the Junta and how it began to work
towards a commitment to democracy.
In the third chapter, I discuss the importance of identity to those participating in the Civil
War. Not only do I address the concept of democracy, and how Costa Ricans were able to
identify with democratic traditions, but I also bring in women and Afro-Costa Ricans to the
narrative giving each group agency not explored by proceeding scholars. The second chapter
highlights the importance of one‟s identity and when focusing on why so many people decided to
take up arms against the government. It also explores how the revolutionary forces were able to
garner support from the people by labeling the government forces as criminals while they labeled
themselves as heroes. By exploring identity, I will utilize the Testimonios del 48 focusing on
how the Costa Rican people responded to the events surrounding the election of 1948 and much
more. By exploring the identity of the various groups in depth in the chapter, I can look for a
narrative that includes voices not yet explored and provided insight on how the agency that the
people of Costa Rica had on the events for 1948.
The fourth and final chapter of the thesis will highlight the ways that Costa Rica has
developed into a more pluralist society. Women and Afro-Costa Ricans were able to have a
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larger say in politics gaining social and political advances from after the Civil War until the
modern day. This section also addresses the Costa Rican exceptionalism that many scholars have
noted when writing on Latin American Cold War history.

Chapter One: 21
Chapter One: Location: Costa Rica in the Central American Context
Placing the events of 1948 and 1949 in Costa Rican history in context with the narrative
of the surrounding nations allows for a more critical conversation of the similarities and the
differences between the growth and development of Central America nations, Caribbean nations,
and Mexico. By including these nations in a joined conversation, it opens an exploration of the
collective experiences shared by the nations‟ throughout their development. The examination
helps answer questions such as how did industries, such as the United Fruit Company, affect the
region as a whole.
Before 1948, Costa Rica developed industries such as coffee and banana that also
affected socioeconomic and racial roles. In 1948, Costa Ricans addressed the issues of political
corruption and racism setting the nation apart from its neighboring nations. Costa Rica was not
always a case of exceptionalism; in many ways, the nation developed like its neighboring
countries. It was the period of the Civil War and the Junta that challenged that development and
created new policies and structure that created a pathway for Costa Rican exceptionalism.
This discussion begins to address the claims of Costa Rican exceptionalism during the
Cold War. Scholars such as Ameringer and Longley have argued that Costa Rica is a case of
exceptionalism because the nation was able to maintain its democratic traditions against the
many instances of state-organized violence and political corruption. However, the years of
violence and corruption seen throughout the presidencies of Rafael Calderón Guardia and
Teodoro Picado Michalski proved otherwise. The narratives of the neighboring nations will
allow a greater understanding of the various development narratives seen throughout the region.
By placing Costa Rica in the context of being both a Central American and Caribbean
nation, it allows for a more comprehensive understanding of the shared ideologies between the
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different political leaders, and how those ideas transposed into momentous changes in several
countries. It also brings the role of neo-imperial powers into the conversation and the role that
nations such as the United States of America had on the development of each political conflict in
the region. Finally, opening up the conversation of the Costa Rican Civil War in the context of
Central America and the Caribbean, it creates a more precise narrative of the pressures on Costa
Rica. It allows exploration into how the people of Costa Rica were able to address those
pressures and form a society and government that genuinely was run by the people and for the
people.

Introduction to Bananas and Coffee
One common trend seen throughout Central America and the Caribbean is the
development of the banana and coffee industries in the 1800s. Central America and the
Caribbean are some of the best regions in the Western Hemisphere to grow these crops because
of the climate and the volcanic soil. Although an uninformed outsider might assume that the
industries provided each nation with a reliable income, the narrative of how these industries
affected each nation is very different. A standard trend of oligarchic-based governments and
foreign influence go hand and hand with each nation‟s industry. By beginning the conversation
in the mid-19th century, the introduction to the coffee and banana production created a similar
trend of the growth of the regions.
In the late 19th century, the banana industry arrived in Central America and the
Caribbean. Companies such as Standard Fruit Company and the United Fruit Company received
large areas of land to develop the banana plantations. The production of bananas in the region led
to the growth of monopolies run by U.S. citizens. The income of the monopoly did not bring the
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nations riches; instead, many of the profits for the production went to the pockets of the
businesspersons from the United States.
The banana industry shaped Central America economically, culturally, and through a
long history of violence. Many of the nations were financially dependent on the few exports such
as fruit and coffee. The banana industry intertwined itself with political leaders in Central
America creating “banana republics.” The term “banana republic” was first thought to have been
used in 1935 in an article in the July issue of Esquire magazine. However, the term appeared in
O. Henry‟s Cabbages and Kings over thirty-one years prior in 1904.76 The term, according to
Peter Chapman, author of Bananas: How the United Fruit Company Shaped the World,
developed a characterization of economic dependency on the United Fruit Company.77 Not only
were the nations, specifically during the Great Depression, dependent upon the United Fruit
Company, in several instances the leaders of the Central American states borrowed money to
help maintain national budgets.78
Costa Rica and other Central American nations were home to numerous fruit plantations
owned by the United Fruit Company. The United Fruit Company held a monopoly over the
production of bananas by buying out small farms across Central America The plantations were
reminiscent of a feudal state. Along the plantations and railways laborers formed labor camps
and other forms of “artificial settlements.”79 United Fruit Company had a significant amount of
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land that they bought, and dictators like Guardia in Costa Rica and Ubico in Guatemala
welcomed the growth of the company regardless of the opinions or the effects on the people.80
The presence of the United Fruit Company in Central America adds another narrative in
the development of the individual nations in the region. In many ways, the Central American
states shared similar economic struggles, and it provided challenges that were addressed by
revolutionaries during the moments of conflict. The United Fruit Company plagued the “banana
republics” as its leaders acted with self-interest.
The introduction of the banana production resulted in a mix of cultures and a perpetual
cycle of near poverty, as the companies continued to suppress their employees by paying them
low wages and suppressed any traces of revolt. The control of land and even having a stronghold
on a variety of the nation‟s economics allowed for the neo-imperial powers to have a more
significant influence over the individual countries, a relationship that many nations have
struggled with and are still struggling with today.
The banana industry significantly changed Costa Rica. Minor C. Keith introduced a rail
line in Costa Rica in 1871, and banana companies, such as Standard Fruit Company and United
Fruit Company were able to quickly and efficiently transport the produce from the plantations to
the docks for shipment.81 Costa Rican leader, Colonel Tomás Guardia welcomed the banana
industry in hopes that it would boost the economy. However, due to many of terms set by the
railroad construction and the foreign interest from companies from the United States, most of the
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money left the nation. The construction of Keith‟s railroad and the Atlantic banana production
led to the migration of West Indian laborers nation in 1872.82
At the same time as the banana industry began to develop, the coffee industry was
growing into another prominent industry in Central America and the Caribbean nations. Like the
banana industry, the coffee industry began in the mid-to-late 19th Century and in many cases
became victim to monopolization. In several nations, the coffee industry and the coffee elites
exercised control over the affairs of the government.
Each nation in Central America and the Caribbean has unique experiences in their
development. The purpose of this discussion is not to relate how the events of the 1940s in Costa
Rica are the same as those moments of violence seen in the histories of the neighboring nations
because in many ways it is not. However, it does show how similar economic industries and
political ideologies created a climate of corruption and violence throughout the region. Costa
Rica fits into a model with the other Central American nations with the commercial industries as
one of the initial culprits. Costa Rica like many of the other Central American countries (as well
as many other Latin America and Caribbean nations) is ideally located for coffee and banana
production. Both industries created mass migrations, which resulted in an ethnically and racially
diverse nation. However, it also created a schism between the labors and the wealthy landowners
who viewed the purity of their white nation was under attack. This dynamic, though admittedly
less dramatic than the racial dynamics in other parts of Latin America was part of a common
trend.
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Due to the growth of coffee and banana production, Costa Rica faced a wave of
immigration in the 1800s.83 Many German immigrants owned and operated the coffee
plantations in Costa Rica.84 A variety of climates proved to be ideal for farming and eventually
led to the growth of coffee elites and merchant elites, which facilitated the trade.85 Unlike other
industries, outside corporations such as Standard Fruit or United Fruit Company did not control
the coffee production in Costa Rica.86 Coffee was one of the primary industries that supported
the nation. It also created an oligarchy, where the coffee elites controlled much of the land and
had a strong influence over the actions of the early government. In 1883, seventy-one percent of
Costa Rican people were landless laborers.87
Examining the development and impact of coffee and banana industries in Costa Rica is
crucial to understanding how these industries shaped the nation‟s economy and its cultural
geography. Much of the coffee elite resided in the Central Valley and the mountain regions in the
nation, close to San José and Cartago, the nation‟s capital and former capital respectively. On the
Atlantic Coast, particularly in the southern province of Limón, is where many much of the West
Indian banana workers stayed and formed communities. On the western side of the nation is
where the Nicaraguan and Costa Rican banana workers worked. In both Limón and Puntarenas,
the Communist Party gained support due to working conditions seen on many of the banana
plantations. Already in the early years of the nation‟s history, economic and racial classes formed
unique regions within Costa Rica. Both the government and the Opposition targeted the regions
during the 1940‟s Civil War.
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Like Costa Rica, the coffee and banana industries significantly affected other Central
American nations. As discussed before, the United Fruit Company held a significant amount of
land in many of the Central American nations; Minor C. Keith developed the United Fruit
Company similarly to that in Costa Rica. Not only did he build the railroad, but he also did so in
exchange for land. He hoped that the bananas in Guatemala would pay for the railroad as he
planned in Costa Rica.88 Much like Costa Rica, Guatemala struggled economically, and the
development of the banana industry was intended to help the nation‟s economy.89 Nicaragua and
El Salvador, according to the Chapman, were considered the “banana-less banana republic,” and
although the nations did not have a substantial fruit market, the oligarchy shared United Fruit
Company‟s worldview.90 The coffee industry dominates El Salvador also like Costa Rica.
Starting in 1876, under President Zaldívar, the coffee sector continued to grow with the intent of
being the coffee capital of Central America. The effects of this goal resulted in an unequal
distribution of land and the creation of the elite known as the “Fourteen Families.”91
It is clear that similar problems plagued countries like El Salvador and Guatemala
affected Costa Rica when examining the affects that the coffee and banana industries had on
their developments. The banana and coffee industries significantly heightened racial and
economic tensions. Although each nation has differences in development, the common tends
between linked to economic developments (which geographical locations allowed) that one can
trace to many of the conflicts and moments of violence throughout the 20th century.
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Further exploring how the coffee and banana industries affected the regions of Central
America and the Caribbean one can view José Figueres‟ travels throughout Central America and
Mexico. Figueres‟ time aboard not only sheds light on the similarities and differences of each
nation‟s development, but it also explores how the political and societal climates affected the
leader‟s decision to begin a revolution. By exploring his travels in detail, it provides a platform
to discuss the how Costa Rica fits in the overall narrative of Central America, as well as opened
up the discussion of shared ideologies between revolutionaries during this period.

Figueres in Exile
The leader of the revolution, José Figueres was the eldest son of Spanish immigrants that
moved to Costa Rica slightly before his birth. After studying in the United States, he returned to
Costa Rica.92 He bought the farm, La Lucha Sin Fin, and employed many people to work on the
farm with him. Figueres employed Russian based collective-farming techniques, where he and
the sharecroppers on La Lucha Sin Fin grew cabuya and processed the plant into rope.93 In the
following years, he married his first wife, Henrietta Boggs, who was from Alabama. The two
lived at La Lucha Sin Fin but made frequent visits to San José for business to gaine information
about the current political climate.94
Starting in 1940, Costa Rica began to feel the burden of the Second World War, and the
actions taken by the Rafael Calderón Guardia administration began to raise questions about
Costa Rica‟s future. As discussed before, the Second World War and Calderón‟s alliance with
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the United States brought state-organized violence and state-supported violence to the nation.
Citizens and immigrants that had ancestral ties to the Axis powers were targets of violence after
the attack on the United Fruit Company‟s ship in San Pablo and the attack on Pearl Harbor.
From many trips to and from San José, Figueres steadily grew angry; he loathed the violence and
the idea that those close to Calderón were benefiting financially from governmental contracts
instead public funding to support schools, roads, and health care centers.95 Enraged that
politicians did not address the violence and corruption, Figueres decided to act.96 Figueres
addressed the violent attacks along with other grievances that he had with the government on the
radio because his wife, Boggs had mentioned that it was a way to reach more people than
holding a conference or writing to a newspaper.97 The use of the radio for political purposes was
reasonably new during this period. However, throughout history, it has become an essential
mode of communication of politics. The development of the radio began in the late 19th Century
and was used starting in the 1920s and 1930s promoting civic awareness and participation.98 José
Figueres‟ use of the radio to relate his grievances to the public was not necessarily new, but it
was at the forefront of the use of the radio as an avenue for politics.
His speech related details about the growing violence in Costa Rica, the relationship
between Calderón and the government of the United States, and the current economic situation in
Costa Rica.99 His criticism of the government drew immediate attention. While he was giving
his speech, the police came to the station of América Latina and ordered him to end his
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transmission. He was removed from the station and dragged to the police car but left the nation
with the following: “No podré decir lo que creo que debe hacerse, pero resumo en pocas
palabras: ¡Lo que el Gobierno debe hacer es irse!”100,101. This action of ending the transmission
only provided evidence of the violence and corruption that was coming from the state. The
police forced Figueres to end his broadcast and arrested him for speaking out in protest against
his government.
Henrietta Boggs, Figueres‟ wife, was notified of his arrest and was in disbelief. Although
there were moments in the months leading up Figueres‟ speech that the couple had heard of the
arrests and the incarcerations of people who spoke out against the government, it was still
difficult for her to believe that the police arrested him because of his opinions. 102 Much of this
disbelief likely comes from the fact that Costa Rica was proud of its respect for human rights and
that it was a model for its fellow Latin American nations.103 The government held Figueres
incommunicado to everyone outside the prison except for Boggs. On the first visit to the prison,
Boggs relayed to Figueres the impact his words had on the nation. For days afterward, everyone
in Costa Rica talked about the broadcast and Figueres‟ arrest. Although he was unable to finish
his speech, Figueres‟ words and even the arrest itself led the nation to have a more of an open
discussion about its current political climate. Figueres remained in prison in San José until his
lawyer and the government officials could agree on his terms of release and exile.104
The actions against Figueres by the governmental police were some of the early signs that
Costa Rica was becoming victim to state-organized violence, along with the actions held against
100

Ibid., 30 “I cannot say what I believe should happen, but in short: What the government should do is leave.”

101

Boggs, Married to a Legend. 94.

102

Ibid., 90.

103

Ibid., 92.

104

Ibid., 94-97.

Chapter One: 31
the targets groups after the attack on the San Pablo. His arrest was another attack on a Costa
Rican citizen was a violation of his rights. Figueres‟ arrest was not the first of its kind, but due to
the venue he chose and the actions of the police, it began to make waves among the Costa Rican
people. The government forced Figueres to leave Costa Rica and his period in exile proved to be
a valuable experience. Once in exile, he decided that the only way to repair Costa Rica from state
violence and governmental corruption was through a violent revolution.

Witnessing the Extreme: El Salvador
Various cases of violence, poverty, racism, and the role of the government in the nations
influenced Figures during his travels while in exile. The Costa Rican government exiled Figueres
to El Salvador, and it was there that Figueres witnessed state violence, violence against laborers,
and economic inequalities at an extreme level, that solidified his belief that he needed to save
Costa Rica from following on a similar path.105

El Salvador is the smallest Central American nation, but it was the most densely
populated.106,107 Like the other Central American nations, after its independence from Spain, El
Salvador became part of the Mexican Empire, briefly, then part of the Central American
Federation, before it became an independent nation in 1841.108 Due to the demand for coffee in
the late 19th century, newly created laws forced many Salvadorians from communal lands to the
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cities, and vast estates fell into the hands of the wealthy.109 As a result, two percent of the
population controlled sixty percent of the land, labor force, economy, commerce, banking,
transportation, and infrastructure.110 The “Fourteen Families,” as the elite were commonly called,
maintained this imbalance by use of a government created special security force.111
After 1881, the government changed the legislation ridding the nation of it is the few
remaining communal lands.112 Those who were unemployed were recruited to work on the
coffee plantations. If the laborers left without completing their duties, the appointed agricultural
judges were able to order their capture.113 Legislation supported the oligarchy, which was able
to maintain their control in El Salvador by militaristic style force, but also due to the control of
the land. Many Salvadorians faced limited socio-economic growth due to the limited amount of
opportunities available to them. The coffee elite in El Salvador boasted that they were unlike
their neighboring nations: the money that they earned did not come from the United States or the
United Fruit Company, but rather, they earned it themselves through the sweat of the underpaid
Campesino.114
The crash of the stock market in 1929 significantly affected El Salvador like many
nations around the world. The Great Depression crippled the coffee market in El Salvador,
leaving many of the nation‟s citizens unemployed or with reduced wages.115 On May Day 1930,
eighty thousand people marched to San Salvador to demand that the government help alleviate
the suffering from unemployment and low wages, but the only action that the government took
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was to arrest and imprison protest leaders and further the oppression by suppressing civil
rights.116 Leaders like Agustín Farabundo Martí and others continued to fight for change. This
eventually led to the death of Martí and another uprising by the people in January 1932. The
government led the matanza to end the opposition, killing thirty thousand people and
establishing a military order.117
By 1942, when Figueres and Boggs reached El Salvador, the effects of economic and
political oppression were visible and deeply ingrained into society. Figueres saw the economic
injustice when he met with several of the members of the coffee elites. The first was Raul
Cepeda. Cepeda had sent a chauffeur to pick up Figueres and Boggs from their hotel.118 On their
journey through the city of San Salvador, Figueres and Boggs witnessed the extreme poverty
many of the Salvadorians were facing; a large percentage of citizens were living in poverty
within San Salvador. Boggs notes that people in San Salvador often wore patched clothing and
did not have shoes; the roads in the city also resembled the people and their clothes worn down
and filled with holes.119 When they reached Cepeda‟s plantation, the roads improved and they
saw small huts that Cepeda‟s employees lived in, none of which had access to running water.
The main house defined the economic imbalance in El Salvador; the house displayed wealth the
coffee elites had.120 The elites in El Salvador did not only secure their positions by the economic
oppression of their employees but through violence as well. Figueres and Boggs were shocked
the way Cepeda treated his employees and, even more so, the little regard the government had
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for its people. Not only was the majority of the population impoverished, but also the
government spent little money on bettering the conditions in its cities, or helping its people. “The
Fourteen Families” controlled the majority of the nation and they protected themselves and their
power by having armed guards and paying their employees around twenty-five cents a day,
keeping them in poverty.121 One plantation owner stated the following when questioned about
the necessity of his guards: “Without my two friends here, nothing in the world would make me
go closer than ten meters to my workers over there. They would turn me into chopped meat with
their machetes before I could move my little finger.”122 The “Fourteen Families” were able to
secure their power by several means of oppression, each of which perceived to be necessary for
them to maintain their position over the majority.
The extreme conditions that Figueres witnessed in El Salvador were alarming and
solidified his goals and expectations for Costa Rica.123 Figueres supported the reforms that
Calderón created to support the workers. He believed that it was unjust that members of the
Calderón administration to gain wealth from the government‟s money. Figueres believed that the
government should have used the money to benefit the people. In addition, the growing state
violence and the government‟s support of violent riots against different ethnic groups angered
him. Many of the issues that plagued Costa Rica were also present in El Salvador but of a more
significant magnitude. While in El Salvador, he witnessed violence perpetrated by the oligarchy
at an extreme and prolonged level. To Figueres, the situation that El Salvador experienced during

121

Ibid.,108 and 115.

122

Ibid., 115.

123

Boggs in First Lady of the Revolution.

Chapter One: 35
the 1940s was a warning and only reaffirmed that he needed to save his nation and the only way
he could do that was by a violent revolution.124
Like in Costa Rica, the coffee and fruit industry supported the economy of El Salvador.
Although Costa Rica had a broader distribution of wealth among its people, there were still
significant wage gaps. There were also regulations that limited and prevented the socioeconomic
mobility. For example, the Costa Rican government, and the fungus known as the Panama
disease that decimated banana crops across Central America constricted the jobs of many West
Indians held.125 The banana companies began to move westward to the Pacific coast, and
legislation prohibited the companies from the hiring minorities.126 Like the many citizens in El
Salvador who were living in poverty, holding jobs that were necessary for survival but that did
not allow social mobility, many people of color, such as the West Indians in Costa Rica, could
not work for the fruit companies outside of the Limón region. This not only limited the
integration of the various West Indian, Japanese, and other races in Costa Rica but it was an
attempt to squash the growth of these populations. The wealthy in both El Salvador and Costa
Rica preserved their way of life by contributing to the caste-like socioeconomic system.

Finding Allies in Guatemala
Guatemala, like El Salvador and Costa Rica, gained its independence from Spain in 1821;
it also spent a brief period under the control of the Mexican Empire as well as the Federal
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Republic of Central America.127 Unlike Costa Rica, Guatemala has a large indigenous population
that had fallen victim to egregious acts of violence throughout history. Most indigenous groups,
women, and uneducated among others were unable to vote and for those that did their vote did
not count due to electoral fraud under Ubico during his thirteen- year dictatorship. 128 Many
people from the indigenous groups were forced to work in the in the coffee plantations for low
wages, which decreased as the Great Depression deflated the coffee prices.129 Many also
struggled to pay rent and other monetary obligations.130 During the Great Depression, the
government took advantage of indigenous groups, such as the K‟ iche‟s‟, as an attempt to
support and maintain the culture and national identity. Ubico used their culture as a way to
attract tourist, build up the nation‟s economy, as well as give the government a chance “to
promote its authority.”131 An example of the government promoting its authority over the
indigenous populations is when Ubico coroneted the winner K‟iche‟ pageant. Ubico established
himself as an authority within the K‟iche‟ community only to appropriate indigenous rituals to
“further cultural legitimacy” attempt to convince the K‟iche‟ community “that one and all
enjoyed equality.”132 Ubico used the traditions and culture of the K‟iche‟ people as national
folklore in an attempt to assimilate the indigenous communities into society. As the Great
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Depression continued, Ubico continued to consolidate his power by militarizing schools and
demanding displays of loyalty.133
Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, the government‟s strength grew in Guatemala.
However, the K‟iche‟ still worked to promote Guatemalan nationalism and hosted discussions
about national and cultural identity.134 Due to the Great Depression, political repression, racism
under Ubico‟s dictatorship, the goals and vision of the K‟iche people were not realized.
Despite Ubico‟s oppression, Juan José Arévalo and Jacobo Arbenz brought a period of
hope to Guatemala in 1945. Not only did Arévalo and Arbenz oust Ubico with the support of the
middle class, but also worked to transform Guatemala. One of the leading forces to better
Guatemala was the assimilation of the indigenous people. Following Mexico‟s agrarianism,
Arvévalo and Arbenz sought to create land reforms.135 Arbenz announced a land reform
intended to break up the large plantations and land holdings with unused land and allow
individuals and peasant organizations to claim them.136137 This angered United Fruit Company
among others. The United Fruit Company took its grievances to United States‟ president, Dwight
D. Eisenhower and the C.I.A. who formed a coup.138 After the overthrow of Arbenz in 1954
until 1996, Guatemalans have lived under a militarist dictatorship. Death squads attempting to
eliminate any hint of protest and guerrilla rebellion went to the Guatemalan highlands and
slaughtered entire indigenous communities139
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Before expelling Ubico in 1945, Figueres and Boggs arrived in Guatemala in 1942,
while Ubico was still in power. The couple traveled around the nation meeting with a number of
wealthy business owners. On one trip, they met Hans Hoffmeier, a coffee plantation owner with
German ancestry. When meeting him, Figueres and Boggs were shocked. Hoffmeier appeared to
be indigenous, but he was taller. Hoffmeier was a descendant of German immigrants who
married and raised families with the indigenous communities.140 Much like Costa Rica, coffee
production attracted a large number of European immigrants, like the Hoffmeier family. The
presence of Europeans in Guatemala further created racial stratification as the coffee industry
(and banana industry) developed. Many of the natives were forced onto the plantations for work,
creating a hierarchal environment.141 Much like the coffee plantation workers in El Salvador and
the migrant workers on the banana and coffee plantations in Costa Rica, the indigenous men and
women in Guatemala only earned around ten cents a day and a handful of black beans,
preventing socio-economic mobility.142
José Figueres wanted to go to Guatemala from the moment his exile began.143 He hoped
to encounter revolutionaries that could help him form a revolution in Costa Rica. The alliances
that he made while in Guatemala, and later on in Mexico, proved to be fruitful when the Costa
Rican Civil War began. Guatemala reflected the experiences he had in El Salvador, but it also
allowed him to form a base alliance that provided Costa Rica with not only with physical support
by moving arms and providing soldiers but also political.
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As explored before and in this section, the coffee and banana industries in Central
America created similar environments throughout the entire region. Much like their northern
neighbors, Costa Rican elites maintained their status and the racial stratification in the nation by
creating legal and financial limitations for the people they wished to oppress and keep beneath
them. These two industries brought money to countries that ideally should have benefitted the
nations as a whole, but the money often went into the hands of a small percentage. Concerning
its economic development, Costa Rica shared many similar experiences to its neighboring
nations.

The Road to Revolution: Collecting Arms in Mexico
Figueres‟ next stop on his travels through Central America and North America was
Mexico. Lázaro Cárdenas and his administration welcomed people seeking sanctuary in Mexico
creating a place of refuge for revolutionaries and political exiles.144 It is in Mexico that his plans
for the revolution began to take form. Figueres had a deep respect for Mexico and its history. He
talked highly about the roles that Franciso I Madero, Emiliano Zapata, and Pancho Villa held
during the Mexican Revolution. He respected and related to Zapata‟s desire to give land for the
campesinos, and respected Pancho Villa as a national hero.145 He spent time learning about the
testimonies of those who fought in the Mexican Revolution and believed that many did so to
fight for social justice and liberty.146 The institutional phase or state building that lasted in
Mexico until the 1940s influenced Figueres during his stay in Mexico.147 The Mexican
144
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Revolution was an example for revolutionaries across Latin America, and the reconstruction of
the nation provided revolutionaries like Figueres, an example that reflected is in the
reconstruction of Costa Rica.148
Figueres believed that Mexico was a medium to move arms and started the preparations
for a revolution.149 Citing Thomas Jefferson, Figueres believed that due to the infringement of
rights the people had the right to a violent revolution.150 Once in Mexico, Figueres met with
Doctor Rosendo Argüello Ramírez, who helped him look for other exiles, especially those from
Guatemala because he believed in the liberal movement and the union of Central America, which
was organized by Arévalo, the future president of Guatemala.151
After they arrived in Mexico, Figueres and Boggs settled in Mexico City in a small
apartment that they rented from a Costa Rican woman, María Teresa Castro Cervantes de
Lafosse, in the neighborhood of Las Lomas de Chapultepec.152 It was here that Figueres began
his preparations for the revolution in Costa Rica. Making due, Figueres opened up an office on
Avenida Lopez, and it became the hub for displaced Costa Ricans.153 He helped the Costa
Ricans that were political opponents of the government.154 He also spent his time figuring out
ways better the agricultural imports to Costa Rica.155 His office also provided a base location
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where the Costa Rican Opposition could begin to buy firearms.156 Boggs highlights that one of
the early challenges that Figueres and other Opposition members had by acquiring the arms was
that the United States government was fearful that any substantial amount of arms traveling
through Latin America that could end up in South America, where there was a substantial base of
pro-Nazi groups.157 Due to the numerous connections that Figueres forged, the Opposition was
able to locate some of the various arms dealers and create a plan. Once Figueres and the
Opposition began raising the money for the purchase of the arms, weapons, and ammunition,
which were stored in a warehouse, packaged in boxes of labeled as Mexican ceramics, and then
shipped to Puerto Limón.158
Although Figueres kept many things from Henrietta Boggs because he did not believe
that women should be intimately involved in politics and other government affairs, Boggs and
other women were active in the acquisition of the arms.159 To the outside world, it seemed that
Bogg‟s only role was a homemaker, but she had an essential role in the preparations.160 Boggs
went out in the middle of a lake to meet the arms traders. The keyword for the trade was
“roses.”161 Other women, like María Figuls Quirós, helped Figueres meet with different
revolutionaries, assisted him by buying arms, and hosted others to support the cause.162 Without
the help of these women, it is likely that Figueres would have had a more difficult time with the
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preparations. Although Figueres did not believe that they belonged in the intimate affairs of the
government and the plans of the revolution, women such as Boggs and Figuls played an essential
role in the revolution from early on.
As the planning went on, Boggs returned to Costa Rica by herself. During the early
months of exile, the husband and wife had conceived a baby. Figueres believed that it was
important that the baby be born in Costa Rica. Having the baby in Costa Rica could be
interpreted as a symbol that Figueres rejected his exile and that he would return. Boggs also
wondered if her baby was born in Costa Rica if it would also equal more support from the Costa
Ricans and lead to a contribution to the purchasing of weapons.163 Their baby was born August
20; they named their son after the Cuban hero, José Martí.
While Boggs was in Costa Rica with Figueres‟ family, Figueres was able to gain more
money, and the process of trafficking arms went well in the beginning. However, after her return
to Mexico, one shipment was prohibited from continuing. The Minister of the Interior had the
permits that Figueres needed, but the Minister demanded twenty-five thousand dollars more by
midnight after their meeting. Figueres and the Opposition lost the chance to ship those arms.164
Despite this setback, he continued to raise money.165 Another issue that Figueres had while
collecting arms was the arrest of Figuls, her cousin, Francisco Quesada Quirós, and a friend
named Germán Rowold, as well as the loss of the arms shipment. Mexican government officials
tortured Figuls but did not give any more information, because she did not want to risk the
Mexican officials finding the shipment.166
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The time spent in Mexico was significant to Figueres; it allowed him to make many
connections to other revolutionaries as well as ship a large number of arms to Costa Rica. He
talked to others and learned about different ideas and opinions as well as met different groups of
people. One group of people whom he had met, called themselves the Unión Democrática
Centroamericana, most of whom were Nicaraguans and they believed in the necessity to fix their
nations, and that they planned to dispense the forces for individual battles.167
The connections that Figueres made during his time traveling through El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Mexico helped him secure alliance that proved indispensable when the war
broke out in Costa Rica. For Figueres, the time away from Costa Rica was a result of an act of
injustice, but his travels secured his belief that his nation needed to be saved. After seeing the
state that El Salvador was in, he believed that Costa Rica was not entirely lost and that there was
hope for the nation.168 In Guatemala, he saw a nation under an oppressive dictatorship but
forged connections that helped him when making his case at the Caribbean Legion. In Mexico,
Figueres worked with men and women from across Latin America and the Caribbean and to
secure the needed support.

The Caribbean Legion
During the Cold War, José Figueres‟ interactions with the Caribbean Legion, a transnational group of revolutionaries, brought Costa Rica into the context of Caribbean nations.
Much like Figueres, many of the members of the Caribbean Legion met in Mexico, a haven for
revolutionaries and political exiles at the time.169 The Caribbean Legion included members from
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the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and Nicaragua, among other nations. The union between
the revolutionaries across the Caribbean countries allowed the discussion of similar ideologies
and political affiliations.
The Caribbean Legion was not a formal organization; it was a journalist from the United
States of America who coined the term.170 The Caribbean Legion was “a nuclei of exiled leaders
from various countries who were, at times, able to coordinate their activities and mobilise „footsoldiers.‟”171 The exiles believed that “freedom was contagious” and that once they succeeded in
destroying a dictatorship, others would soon follow.172 Although many did not believe Costa
Rica was a dictatorship nor believed that the violence there measured up to that of the other
nations in Central America and the Caribbean, Figueres used the connections he had forged to
make Costa Rica the first target of the Caribbean Legion.173 One reason why the Figueres was
able to garner support from the members of the Caribbean Legion was the connections that the
current president of Costa Rica, Teodoro Picado Michalski, and former President Caldéron had
with the Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio Somoza Debayle.174 Along with the exiles from
Nicaragua that Figueres met in Mexico, he was “able to win over Edelberto Torres Espinoza and
Roberto Brenes Mesen, two Nicaraguan intellectuals who were friends Arévalo.”175 It was with
the support of Arévalo who was the leader of the Caribbean Legion that Figueres was able to
convince the Legion that Costa Rica should be the first county liberated from its corrupt
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government.176 Figueres was able to convince the other members that Costa Rica provided the
“ideal base” to lead an attack against Somoza. Although not everyone agreed with the decision,
Arévalo said that Costa Rica was to be the first nation to have its revolution, after that Nicaragua,
igniting a fever across Central America and the Caribbean.177
Figueres‟ union with the Caribbean Legion brought the conflict in Costa Rica into the
discussion of violence and politics of Latin America, especially that of Central America and the
Caribbean. Although some members of the Legion did not believe that Costa Rica‟s problems
were to a similar degree as other nations, there were still many that viewed the actions of
Calderón and Picado as problematic. By being a part of the Caribbean Legion, Figueres was able
to convince others that Costa Rica was not the haven many thought it to be. Costa Rica, yes, did
not face violence, corruption, or poverty to the extreme levels as its neighboring nations, but the
actions of the government were that of a violent dictatorship.
The relationship with the Caribbean Legion, particularly the members from Guatemala
helped supply Costa Rica with weapons, soldiers, and international support. Although Figueres
acquired many weapons on his own accord, (with the help of his wife and Figuls Quirós) the
unity with the Caribbean Legion provided much-needed troops, arms, and planes, in return,
Costa Rica provided the Legion with an entry into Nicaragua. It was upon the promise to allow
the Legion to mount their attack from Costa Rica that convinced the Legion that Costa Rica must
be the first nation to have a revolution, not to inspire other countries but out of the benefits that it
brought the Caribbean revolutionaries.
Figueres‟ connection to the Caribbean Legion during his exile and throughout the early
years of the Cold War brought Costa Rica into the regional narrative of oppression and rebellion
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seen in Latin America during the period. Costa Rica was far from a nation that was isolated from
the events around it; instead, it faced the impacts of neo-imperialism, corruption, and violence
similar to that of its neighboring nations.

Nicaragua and the Panama Canal
Nicaragua is Costa Rica‟s direct northern neighbor, and Somoza kept close ties with
Picado and Calderón. The close relationships between Somoza, Picado, and Calderón along with
Costa Rica‟s access to the border, the Caribbean Legion decided Costa Rica should be the first
nation to have a revolution.
Much like its fellow Central American nations, Nicaragua became an independent nation
in 1838, after becoming independent from Spain, Mexico, and the end of the Federal Republic of
Central America. Nicaragua before Spanish colonialism was home to many indigenous people,
three of the most significant groups that were encountered by the Spanish were the Chorotegano
(Mangues), the Niquirano (Nicaraos), and the Chontal.178 By the time the Spanish had arrived in
Nicaragua, there is an estimate of 825,000 people residing in the area, by 1581, scholars estimate
that those numbers dropped dramatically to 50,000 or 60,000.179 The decrease in population is
due mostly to European introduced diseases and the export of indigenous slaves to the region of
modern-day Panamá and Peru.180 The Spanish attitude toward the indigenous people of
Nicaragua created tensions in the area, and the European powers used the tensions as a tactic to
gain advances the colonial period continued.
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After Nicaragua became an independent nation in 1838, the liberals and conservatives
created a divide within the nation. After hearing that Tennessee native William Walker had
attempted filibuster in Baja California, the liberals recruited Walker to go to Nicaragua and assist
them against the conservatives.181 Walker went to Nicaragua and seized control of the nation.182
Worried about Walker‟s threat to the region, the surrounding Central American countries
declared war against Nicaragua on March 1, 1856.183
Costa Rica‟s war against Nicaragua during 1856 is a defining moment of the relationship
between the two nations. Nicaraguans under the direction of Walker attacked Costa Rica. Costa
Rican troops expelled the forces, by lighting a massive fire to distract the Nicaraguans until they
retreated on April 12.184 This attack was merely one of many that have occurred between Costa
Rica and Nicaragua throughout history; it also highlights the strength of the Costa Rican people.
Costa Ricans, even in their formative years as a nation, have taken up arms against pressures
from governments that they believed to be unjust. The actions of common people like the
remembered hero, Juan Santamaría, proved to be a testament to the strength of the nation that has
seen throughout history.
After Walker‟s episodes and his death in 1860, Nicaragua was in a period of peace
between the conservatives and liberal elites that lasted until 1983.185 The coffee industry began
to take hold proving to be a valuable crop, like in neighboring nations.186 The sector attracted
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immigrants from Great Britain, Germany, and the United States.187 Soon after, the banana
industry took hold inviting more immigrants from the United States to the eastern coast of the
nation.188 Nicaragua at this time was valuable to the United States mainly because of the
consideration of building a canal through the region.189 The United States protected its perceived
rights in Nicaragua and other nations in the Western Hemisphere due to policies such as the
Monroe Doctrine and Dollar Diplomacy.190
The United States began to make plans with the Nicaraguan leader, José Santos Zelaya
López, to build a canal through Nicaragua in the late 1800s and early 1900s. The U.S. also
worked with the French Panama Canal Company, which was also actively exploring the option
of building a canal through the region of Panamá, which at that time was under the control of
Colombia. When the United States found out it would be cheaper to fund the building of a canal
through Panamá, the construction there became the top priority.191 Panamá became an
independent nation in 1903, with the help from the United States after Colombia rejected the
United States‟ offer to build a canal.192
In result to the United States changing the location of the canal, Zelaya began to reach
out to the Japanese and the Germans in hopes of building a canal through Nicaragua to compete
with the Panamá Canal. This caused arguments with the United States, and revolts began.
Between 1909 and 1926, Nicaragua faced U.S. foreign intervention and the continuous changing
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of presidents.193 In 1926, anti-imperialist and anti-American sentiments led by Augusto César
Sandino ended with the United States Marines placing Anastasio Somoza García in charge of the
National Guard. In 1933, Somoza murdered Sandino and then in 1936, he led a “golpe” and
claimed the presidency.194
When in power, Somoza manipulated Congress and the Constituent Assembly, and the
people placed political puppets and changed the Constitution to stay in power.195 Somoza and the
National Guard also took control of ideal lands controlled media outlets such as the radio and
newspapers, banks. Despite the oppressive government, the United States government
recognized Somoza as a legitimate leader.196
Somoza had close ties with Costa Rica during the presidencies of Calderón and Picado.
From 1940 to 1944, Calderón worked with Somoza on a variety of political and economic
matters.197 The relationship continued when the Costa Rican government supported Leonardo
Argüello.198 The relationship between the two countries was stressed when Figueres began to
plan for the revolution.

Summary
Examining how Costa Rica relates to its fellow Central American nations, allows a more
significant exploration of the development of the Civil War. Not only has this chapter addressed
how the Central American countries have shared similar moments and influence throughout their
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history, such as the role of the United Fruit Company, the expansion of the coffee industry, but
this chapter also focuses the shared ideologies held by leaders and revolutionaries in these
nations.
By understanding how the similarities and differences in the development of other
Central American and Caribbean nations, it is possible to understand how Costa Rica fits into the
established historiography of violence, corruption, and dictatorships during the Cold War.
Moreover, it allows a study of several different nations and how shared ideologies shaped by
oppression and resistance across the isthmus and Caribbean.
One of the leading themes explored in this chapter was the role that the economic interest
of each nation had in its development. The economies of many of the nations are similar,
depending on coffee, fruit, or a mixture of both. The role that each nation‟s oligarchy or that the
United Fruit Company had shows how each nation faced similar challenges in the development.
The economic situations in many of the Central American nations have suffered the effects of
having limited exports. The Great Depression damaged the economies and forced a greater
dependency on the United Fruit Company or periods of violence.
Finally, the chapter has explored how Costa Rica fit into the overall narrative to address
the historiography and its claims of Costa Rican exceptionalism. By discussing how each the
similarities and differences in Central America one can argue that Costa Rican democracy was
not only challenged by neo-imperial growth through the growth of the “banana republics” but the
shared ideology among leaders such as Somoza, who threatened the very state of Costa Rican
democracy. The people of Costa Rica in the 1940s faced violence and corruption as the
administration under Calderón and Picado supported the violence against citizens, and as seen in
many other dictatorships, censored the voices of those who criticized them. As stated before, the
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events that led up to the Costa Rican Civil War are not the same as those of El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Nicaragua but it does have similar developmental roots.

Chapter Two: 52
Chapter Two: The Civil War
While Figueres worked with members of the Caribbean Legion to create plans for a wave
of revolutions across Latin America, Costa Ricans continued to face growing violence, and
people of color and women were victims of institutional and cultural prejudice. This chapter will
discuss historically recent events leading up to the outbreak of war in March 1948, as well as
important highlight events in the time line of the war. However, these events were not the only
pressures that led to the war. Firstly, it is important to review that this was not the first time
Costa Rican democracy was threatened. Like discussed in the Introduction and Chapter One,
Costa Rican democracy was challenged by both internal and external pressures. Some examples
included the dictator Federico Tinoco, who had control of the government from 1917 to 1919, or
the filibuster, William Walker, who led troops into Costa Rica in 1856. There were also
economic pressures due to both the Great Depression and the unequal distribution of wealth.
Moreover, many people in the nation were affected by institutional and cultural prejudice. Like
discussed in the Introduction people of color, such as West Indians, were not accepted by Costa
Ricans. Many Costa Ricans believed that the presence of West Indians in the nation would taint
their identity of being white and Spanish. West Indians were forced to stay on the east side of
the nation due to racist legislation. Women also were victims of prejudice, as they were often
viewed as only a homemaker and unable to have a political voice.
The next three chapters will focus on the importance of identity and the ways that people
were able to relate to either the Opposition‟s or the Government‟s cause. Chapter Two explores
the final “breaking-points” that drove people to take up arms against their fellow citizens. It also
shows how each army was able to present themselves to the people and the influence that had on
the results of the war. Chapters Three and Four focus on the identity of West Indians and Afro-
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Costa Ricans, women, revolutionary soldiers, and governmental soldiers, as well as their agency
within the development of the nation and the Civil War and Junta.

The Final Moments Before the War
Boggs and Figueres returned to Costa Rica in 1944 after Teodoro Picado won the
presidential election.199 When the couple landed in San José, a crowd of supporters who had
waited for them met them at the La Sabana airport.200 Boggs‟ family arranged a party to
celebrate their return, and it was at that party where Figueres once again made a speech
criticizing the Costa Rican government, thus providing a warning to the people that a time of
struggle was ahead.201
Violence and resistance movements from the public also continued to grow in Costa Rica
from 1944 through 1948. The economic and the growing unstable political situation plagued
Picado. Calderón, who was a leading voice in the National Republic Party, often undermined
Picado.202 Opposition to the National Republican Party also challenged Picado. In 1946, a group
led by Roberto Brenes and funded by Fernando Castro, the new leader of the Democratic Party,
attempted to overthrow Picado.203 The men took over a radio station and pleaded with the people
to revolt against the government. The army arrested the men in an attempt to discredit them.
After the arrest, Picado pardoned the men.204 The radicals were not discouraged and simply
switched tactics. According to Longley, the radicals turned to “isolated acts of terrorism.” In
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November of 1946, a group of radicals threw a bomb into the house of Manuel Mora, leader of
the Vanguardia Popular, as he and his family slept, causing minor injuries.205 Tensions increased
as a non-violent protest and violent acts of protest, continued throughout the Picado‟s
presidency.
In 1947, the preparations for the 1948 election further strained the political climate.206
The people rallied behind the selected candidates. The two most popular candidates were
Calderón and Otilio Ulate Blanco. In 1947, police in Cartago fired upon a demonstration in
support of Ulate, killing two people and wounding several more. The Opposition called for a
nationwide strike due to the government‟s denial of responsibility. Banks, transportation
facilities, and businesses closed during the strike known as the Huegla de Los Brazos Caídos.207
Picado attempted in vain to calm the situation and convince people to go back to work.208 Armed
supporters of the government plundered the closed shops while the police stood by idly.209
Between the years of 1944 and 1948, violence grew in Costa Rica, and the people began
to push back against the growing political corruption and violence supported by the government.
This will be discussed further on in the chapter, the growing discontent and the events
surrounding the 1948 election convinced many that a revolution was necessary.

Relating to the Cause: The Inspiration to Fight
The war began for José Figueres in 1942 after the government exiled him for his speech
against the violence supported by the Calderón administration. Not all Costa Ricans were ready
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to take up arms at that moment; in fact, it took years before Figueres‟ support to be developed
fully. Although Figueres began to make his plans and acquired weapons in 1942, he lacked
support from many of the citizens of Costa Rica. In February and March 1948, Figueres‟ support
skyrocketed as people began to assemble at La Lucha Sin Fin to fight for the Opposition.
What motivated Costa Ricans to fight with the Opposition? One of the main events that
led to the many Costa Ricans to take up arms occurred on March 1, 1948, when Congress
annulled the election and police and the pro-government forces attacked the house of Dr. Luis
Valverde Vega. The presidential election occurred on February 8, 1948, and was named by many
who recorded their narratives in the collection of the Testimonios del 48, as a reason why they
chose to fight against their government. The two primary candidates for the presidential election
were former President Rafael Ángel Calderón Guardia, who was supported by President Teodoro
Picado, the National Republican Party of Costa Rica, as well as the Vanguardia Popular Party
leader by Manuel Mora, and Otilio Ulate Blanco who was supported by the National Union Party
and the Opposition.210,211
The testimony of Ramón Arroyo Blanco, in De Las Calle al Guerra, highlights the events
of March 1:

210

Rankin, The History of Costa Rica.109.

211

Germen Sojo Aris, “Radio rebelde: la clandestina voz de la revolución.” in De las calles a la guerra: Tomo III.
Ed. Guillermo. Villegas Hoffmeister. Translated by Amberlyn Britt.San José , Costa Rica. Editorial de la
Universidad de Costa Rica. 2001. 259.

Chapter Two: 56
Apenas perpetrado el crimen político de las fatídicos veintisiete contra Costa Rica, con la
noticias en los oídos que apenas daban crédito a lo que oían, de que la casa del doctor
Valverde había sido salvajementa ametrallada: con las noticias también de que al
presidente electo don Otilio Ulate lo buscaban para asesinarlo, partimos de la ciudad de
Alajuela. Era las siete de la noche. Mi hermano Efraín y yo, salimos juntos como
siempre, en busca de la lucha por nuestra Costa Rica.212
Arroyo enlightens readers on the attack of Dr. Luis Valverde‟s home. Not only was the attack a
motivator for the Civil War but it was perceived as a moment of dictatorship. The doctor was
well respected in society but it was the attack the president elect to prevent him from further
contesting the election that was truly a moment were the citizens felt that Costa Rica was in a
irreversible state. Arroyo also states:
La historia se inicia el primero de marzo. En ella van los datos tal vez históricos por ser
parte de la gesta escrita por muestro pueblo. En este año y además el relato si se quiere
sentimental, de las horas vividas en los campamentos, de los ratos de charla en que el
humor criollo servía de escape a la angustia de nuestros corazones. Pretendo además,
estudiar la participación de ciertos elementos campesinos que sin entender tal vez las
letras brillantes que hablan de la democracia, tuvieron la fortuna de sentirla en sus
corazones y pelear por un hogar para sus hijos y una patria que les garantizara lo que
ellos no han tenido: el amparo de un estado que mucho les debe y nada les ha pagado.213

212

Ramón Arroyo Blanco “Capítulo VI: El batallón Carlos Luis Valverde” in De las calles a la guerra:
Tomo III. Ed. Guillermo. Villegas Hoffmeister. Translated by Amberlyn Britt. San José , Costa Rica. Editorial de la
Universidad de Costa Rica. 2001.162. “ The committed political crime of twenty-seven against Costa Rica, with the
news that was heard people could barley believe it that the house of doctor Valverde was attacked by machine guns:
as well with the news that the president elector don Otilio Ulate was being sought for assassination, and left the city
of Alajula. It was seven at night. My brother Efraín and I, left together as always, in search for the fight for our
Costa Rica”
213

Ibid.,161 : This history ignited on the first of March. The history for the part of the reviews of our town. In this
year and besides if you want to be sentiment, the hours lived in camps, with moment of talking in that Creole humor
served as an escape from the anguish of our hearts. President besides to study the participation of the correct
elements of campinso that understand the bright lights that talk of democracy, that had the fortune of feeling in their
hearts and fighting for a home for their children. And a party that that guarantee to them that they do not have to.
The protection of the state and at should not have to pay. This history ignited on the first of March. The history for
the part of the reviews of our town. In this year and besides if you want to be sentiment, the hours lived in camps,
with moment of talking in that Creole humor served as an escape from the anguish of our hearts. President besides to
study the participation of the correct elements of campinso that understand the bright lights that talk of democracy,
that had the fortune of feeling in their hearts and fighting for a home for their children. And a party that that
guarantee to them that they do not have to. The protection of a state that owes them a lot and nothing has been paid
to them.

Chapter Two: 57
Joining the ranks of the Army of National Liberation, was not only to a way to address the
crimes against the government but a fight to reform one‟s home. Many people who saw the
attack on Dr. Valverde‟s home as the government becoming a dictatorship, also fought for
something more, their future, and the future of their family. By taking up arms against the
government, men fought for a nation for their children to feel at home. Joining the fight was
more than addressing a government that has wronged them but choosing to have a say in their
future.
In addition to the death of Dr. Valverde, a number of the testimonies, recorded by
Villages, reported that the government police had imprisoned them for supporting the Opposition
and in fear that those supporters may harm the outcome of the impending election. For example,
Juan Bautista “Tista” Gamboa relates that police arrested him before the election due to having
firearms that the authorities said were unregistered. However, he believed that the authorities
imprisoned him because they believed that Gamboa and his acquaintances planned to sabotage
Calderón, the governmental candidate.214
Immediately after the public knew the results of the elections, many contested them.
When reviewing the narratives, one can be sure that it was a time of confusion and anger. In one
instance, Dagoberto Cruz Obando, a Costa Rican citizen commented that he had gone to vote in
person in Santa Rosa de Oreameno and noticed that in his voting area, Ulate had 127 votes,
Calderón had five, and three were left blank. However, the radio announcement he heard
reported the order differently and that Calderón had 127 votes, Ulate had five and that the rest
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were left blank.215 There were also reports that the voting centers were burnt to the ground
preventing people from voting and other votes from being counted.216 When the public voting
was over the nation was at a stalemate. As stated above, it was unclear who won the election, and
both sides believed that electoral fraud was committed. Congress reviewed the election. The
discussions in Congress lasted for nearly three weeks. During these weeks, men began to travel
to José Figueres‟ home La Lucha Sin Fin.217 They went “in response to what most of them
considered the final straw on the part of the corrupt government.”218 On March 1, 1948,
Congress, heavily filled with Calderón‟s supporters, annulled the elections twenty-seven to
nineteen. Calderón was named the president.219
Following the news, the revolutionaries prepared for war at José Figueres‟ farm La Lucha
Sin Fin. During his period in exile, Figueres began to collect arms and meet other exiles that he
continued to communicate with, and he developed a plan that he shared with the other leaders of
the Opposition. Figueres and Boggs opened up their home to other Costa Ricans who opposed
the government and training began.220 It was not just the revolutionary forces that were
preparing; the government forces and pro-government militias began to assemble and plan to
defeat the Opposition.221
Many saw the murder of Dr. Luis Valverde Vega as the ultimate betrayal. The
government committed violent actions that the people could no longer excuse. Valverde became
215
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a martyr for the cause of the revolution. After weeks of waiting for congress, many were
Calderón‟s supporters, to make its decision, on March 1, 1948, Congress annulled the election
and announced Calderón victor.222 That same day, under the leadership of Juan José Tavio, a
large group of police officers, and other forces went to the house of Dr. Luis Valverde Vega‟s
house without the consent of the Picado‟s administration.223 José Figueres and Otilio Ulate were
both at the house before the attack. It is plausible that the pro-government forces were aware of
this and mounted their attack in hopes of not only capturing and or killing the opposing
presidential candidate Ulate but also the spokesperson and charismatic leader of the Opposition,
Figueres. Fortunately, for Figueres, he left before the attack.224 Ulate managed to escape to a
neighbor‟s house but was arrested and imprisoned on March 2.225 Whether or not the progovernment forces hoped that they would silence the rebellion and prevent further protest of the
elections by capturing or killing three of the central leaders to the Opposition, many Costa
Ricans viewed the attack and murder of Valverde as an ultimate betrayal. Valverde became a
martyr for the Opposition‟s cause. His death inspired many to stand up against the violence and
to push them to join the Opposition and fight against what they believed as the ultimate act of
state-organized violence as well as being the opening battle for the Civil War.
After the attack on Valverde‟s home, Archbishop Sanabria worked with diplomatic corps
in an attempt to find a truce between the Opposition and the pro-government forces.226 After the
discussions began, Ulate was released, and he went into hiding.227 During the truce, which lasted
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until March 10, 1948, the two sides realized that no agreement was possible. Each side only
wanted one thing, the recognition of their candidate as president, therefore, eliminating any hope
of a second election.228 Bell argues that Calderón had no claim to the presidency due to the
Electoral Tribunals claiming Ulate as the victor. Due to the strong desire and the many
supporters Calderón had in congress, both parties were at a stalemate that could only be broken
by force.229
Some scholars may pinpoint the beginning of the revolution to February 8, 1948, when
both sides called the election into question, and many of the citizens began their journey to La
Lucha Sin Fin to meet with Figueres and prepare for the upcoming fight. Many citizens did not
act at this moment. Instead, they waited with the false hope that Congress would give a fair and
equal judgment. March 1, 1948, could also mark the beginning of the Civil War because
Congress officially annulled the elections, and pro-government forces launched their attack on
the Unión Nacional. The death of Dr. Valverde and the annulled elections was an act of betrayal,
which the public could no longer accept governmental violence and corruption. The initial truce
between the two parties was futile because both parties were prepared to fight for their claims. It
is on March 1, 1948, that the public and the Opposition saw the government‟s actions as
irreversible and knew to install Ulate as the rightfully elected president and repair the damage to
the electoral process, an act of violence was needed to force Calderón out of office.
Dr. Valverde‟s death inspired troops to make the journey to La Lucha Sin Fin to meet
with Figueres. Boggs relates that men and women arrived at La Lucha Sin Fin by car, bus,
horseback, and on foot to meet with Figueres.230 Manuel Antonio (Tuto) Quirós Núñez, former
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Director de Correos and the Oficial Mayor de Seguridad Pública reported that once he heard that
Valverde Vega was dead, he did not wait to meet with Figueres, and the official leaders of the
Opposition to begin the revolution. He first went to Quirazú, a farm in Cartago, and met with
Antonio Escarré where he learned about storage of firearms that needed to be transported to La
Lucha Sin Fin.231 The trail to the La Lucha Sin Fin was rough, many paths had been blocked, and
the journey was stressful.232 When they arrived, they met with other revolutionaries such as
Edgar Caron, Carlos Gamboa, Juan Bautista, Frank Marshall, and many other volunteers233
An example of the journey to the revolution is in the collection of Testimonios del 48:
San Isidro de El General en llamas is by Fernando Ortuño Sobrado who relates the journey he
made to meet with Figueres, and the other revolutionaries. Ortuño Sobrado related that there was
confusion about where the leaders were and what was going on. As Ulate was in hiding, many
wondered if the government exiled him to Panamá. However, they did not let uncertainty prevent
them from continuing.234 One thing that Ortuño Sobrado and the others did know was the
Figueres had an already growing number of revolutionaries at his farm, and that they continued
to arrive. Figueres had one condition for anyone wishing to join his ranks; they must have a
firearm, such as a hunting rifle, a shotgun, revolver, or a pistol.235
Figueres‟ decision not to allow anyone without a weapon into his ranks may have limited
his numbers. The national army and pro-government militias outnumbered the Opposition, but
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unlike the pro-government militias, everyone, fighting alongside Figueres, was armed. Antonio
Barrantes Castro who fought with the pro-government company, Compañía Bananera relates that
when he was with the calderonista and the communist that they passed out arms to the men, but
not everyone received a firearm, some only received a machete.236 Although the national army
and pro-government forces had a larger number of people in their ranks, the revolutionaries‟
requirement that everyone needed a firearm in his or her position gave Figueres an advantage
when the men were fighting trench warfare.
The men and women that arrived at La Lucha Sin Fin were not soldiers. In many cases,
men and women could not even shoot accurately. They arrived at La Lucha Sin Fin because they
felt a call to defend their nation. As stated before, the death of Dr. Luis Valverde Vega was a
driving cause that many felt that the government had gone too far and their actions were
inexcusable. Once the volunteers for the Opposition reached La Lucha Sin Fin, they began to
train. Due to many not knowing how to fight in a war, and others that did have prior military
experience, La Lucha Sin Fin became a training ground.237 The training included mock battles
and exercises focusing on how to throw rocks, hide, and shoot guns.238 Common brands of
weapons that the soldiers used were Mausers, Remingtons, and Mendoza.239,240 During their
training as Quirós Núñez reports, many of the recruits were able to joke, and gossip with one
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another, keeping the morale high. At night, Figueres was welcoming and offered the soldiers a
place to sleep on the property; the younger soldiers slept on the ground in favor of those that
were older.241 As the week continued, La Lucha Sin Fin became home to nearly 600 men and
women willing to fight.242
After the soldiers arrived at La Lucha Sin Fin, they had just over a week to learn how to
fight in combat. When the rumors spread that the government was going to send out a group to
investigate what Figueres was doing, he quickly mobilized the troops. On March 10, 1948,
Figueres‟ troops were broken up; one group went to block off the Pan American Highway, and
the other was to capture the city of San Isidro de El General.243 On March 12, 1948, leaders of
the Army of National Liberation stationed troops at various points along the Pan-American
Highway ambushed the government‟s jeep headed to La Lucha Sin Fin. The soldiers killed the
government‟s Army Chief of Staff and two officers.244,245 The forces of the Army of National
Liberation force captured the city of San Isidro de El General and fought off government forces
along the highway, La Sierra.246 In the initial hours of fighting, Bell argues that the Army of
National Liberation took the government forces by surprise and caused them to retreat due to the
Army of National Liberation forces‟ superior stations.247 If the government forces pressed, there
is a possibility the outcome of the war would have been in favor of Calderón. However, the
Army of National Liberation forces had many more advantages throughout the war.248 It was
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Figueres‟ knowledge of the terrain that allowed the smaller ranks of the Opposition to
overwhelm the government forces.

National and Pro-Government Forces
There are two different distinctions between the forces fighting for the government. The
first group was the national army, which consisted of around three hundred people.249 Costa
Rica‟s national army was small, and it was not until the start of the Second World War the
government organized a semi-professional standing army.250 The Costa Rican Army also
received training aid for the United States.251 The army consisted of volunteers and “led by nonprofessional officers.”252 Picado approved of the development of volunteer militias, and
although the units were independent and separate from the governmental army, Picado did have
some command over them.253

The militias and government troops controlled much of the territory around the Western
Coast where they recruited or kidnapped the local people into their ranks.254,255 Both groups were
pressured because of an inadequate supply of weapons and ammunition.256 Due to a lack of

249

Ibid., 139.

250

Ibid., 109..

251

Ibid

252

Ibid.,114.

253

Ibid.

254

Ibid. 140.

255

Israel Saborío Espinoza, “Capítulo XII: Israel Saborío Espinoza, soldado a la “brava.” San Isrido de el General
en llamas: Tomo II. Ed. Guillermo. Villegas Hoffmeister. Translated by Amberlyn Britt. San José , Costa
Rica. Editorial de la Universidad de Costa Rica. 2004. 226-232.

256

Bell, Crisis in Costa Rica, 141.

Chapter Two: 65
weapons, officers did not arm all the irregular troops with firearms.257 In many cases, the troops
were armed with machetes.258 Also due to the disorganization, there was little to no training of
the volunteer troops.259 Manuel Mora, leader of the Vanguardia Popular, also had a collection of
1,500 disciplined troops. Unlike the other militias, the government had little control over his
actions.260 Although Mora had troops, he reported that he was not initially interested in fighting
in the Civil War. Mora in his testimony reported that the reason he and the Vanguardia Popular
entered the war was “para defender su propia existencia, seriamente amenazada.”261 Mora was
invested in the current status of the nation and felt that Figueres and the revolutionaries attacked
that existence.262

The Battle
Many scholars pinpoint the official beginning of the Civil War on March 12, 1948. The
Army of National Liberation began “Plan Maize” which included the take over the San Isidro de
El General and the acquisition of two DC-3 airplanes. The conquest of San Isidro de El General
was one of the earliest official battles of the Civil War. San Isidro de El General was close to La
Lucha Sin Fin and provided a valuable support system to the Army of National Liberation.
Testimonies from those recorded in San Isidro de El General en Llamas the second book of the
Testimonios del 48, reported that in San Isidro de El General many of the soldiers fought in
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trench warfare. The conquest of San Isidro de El General was vital because it was close to La
Lucha Sin Fin and the forces could get supplies quickly.
As the war intensified, on March 12, 1948, the Army of National Liberation sent the two
DC-3 airplanes that belonged to allies of the revolution to Cipresales, Guatemala.263 The
Transportes Aéreos Centro Americanos, the airline company, supported Figueres‟ cause giving
the Opposition an advantage. The planes flew to Guatemala to pick up more firearms and
officers provided by both the government of Guatemala and the Caribbean Legion.264,265 The
control of the planes and eventually the control of La Sabana Airport allowed the Opposition to
move resources collected by allies in Guatemala and even Miami, Florida to Costa Rica.266
Without the planes, in the early days of the revolution, the Opposition could have faced the
challenge of supply shortages.
On March 13, 1948, Picado declared a thirty-day period of martial law. On the same day,
revolutionary leader Miguel Angel Ramírez, who was born in the Dominic Republic arrived
from Guatemala, and the leaders of the Army of National Liberation appointed him Chief of
Staff. Two days later, Ramírez guided the Army of National Liberation through an attack by the
government forces, which occurred on.267 During the first four days of battle, rumors arose that
the government was going to mount an attack on La Lucha Sin Fin. Figueres decided to move the
operations. He moved his headquarters at night to Santa María de Dota, which was not only safer
than La Lucha Sin Fin, but it was also closer San José and Cartago, the nation‟s capital and
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former capital. 268,269 Boggs relates that Figueres left her and their two children without any
information. She and her brother-in-law‟s family fled a few nights later. The government forces
burned down and destroyed every building at La Lucha Sin Fin; it was reported that they were
tracking and attempting to kidnap Boggs and her two children to provide a reason for Figueres to
surrender. However, a member of the Opposition reported to Boggs that Figueres would not have
surrendered even if his family were in peril due to his sense of duty to his country.270
From March 12 through March 30, battles raged across the nation. Both the Opposition
and the government forces each had their advances. Every battle won and lost between the
Opposition and government forces was important.

The Final Days of the Civil War
During the final week of warfare of the Civil War in Costa Rica, one can witness a divide
between the government and pro-government forces. President Picado faced immense challenges
as he watched his nation fall into an ever-growing bloody conflict. He made decisions that his
allies disagreed with creating a third warring faction during the war. The last week of the war
culminated in a bloody battle between the Army of National Liberation and the former
government allies the army of the Vanguardia Popular. The events surrounding April 13 through
the 21, drew further international attention and threats from the U.S. State Department and
Anastasio Somoza in Nicaragua.
After a month-long battle, on April 13, 1948, a diplomatic corps that consisted of Luigi
Centoz, the Papal Nuncio; Nathaniel P. Davis, a United States ambassador; Carlos Ojeda the
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Mexican ambassador; Narciso Grey, the Panamanian ambassador; and Father Benjamín Núñez,
a member from the Opposition, began to discuss negotiations.271,272 The talks lasted for five
days, during which, on April 14, President Picado attempted to transfer his presidency to Santos
León Herrera, a third designate to the presidency in an attempt to preserve a constitutional
transfer of power.273 Picado and many other members of the National Republican leaders
prepared to abandon San José.274 Nicaragua was the obvious choice due to Picado and
Calderón‟s close connections to Somoza, the Nicaraguan dictator an ally during the Civil War.275
Picado‟s decision to flee Costa Rica resulted in the criticisms from the Communist Party
leader, Manuel Mora. Mora believed that Picado was weak and unfit to lead the government at
this moment.276 Picado believed that the violence needed to end. On April 15, Picado made
plans for the government forces to surrender, but the Vanguardia Popular troops continued to
hold out and prepare for battle in San José.277 Despite the disagreement between the government
and the Communist Party, Picado addressed the need to end the war. The Opposition and
international pressures continued to heighten the intensity of the War, which pressured Picado to
begin negotiations to end it. As Bell outlines, Figueres warned the leaders of the National
Republican Party that he would launch an attack on the capital if the government forces and the
Communist Vanguardia Popular forces continued to resist the actions of the Army of National
Liberation. Figueres also refused to sign any concessions that aligned himself and Costa Rica
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against the United States anti-Communist agenda.278 As stated before, Figueres was willing to
die for his country, and it was clear to Picado that Figueres did not deliver an empty threat,
preferably one that could have brought more bloodshed to the nation.
Picado also felt pressures coming from the United States. Although the United States
military was not officially active in the war, following the Good Neighbor Policy, its presences
in the war were still visible. The Good Neighbor Policy was created by former U.S. President
Herbert Hoover and expanded by Franklin D. Roosevelt and was intended to better U.S. relations
with Latin America.279 The United States pulled military forces out of several nations and also
renounced the right to intervene in internal affairs in Latin America.280
Picado along with many other Central American leaders knew that the United States‟
presence and influence over the region was still growing. Figueres himself, aware of the growing
of presences the US military in Central America and the nation‟s anti-Communist sentiments,
used that to his advantage. Longley highlights that the Opposition produced propaganda and the
strength of the Communist Party drew the attention of the crazed officials in Washington, D.C.
The National Security Council in the United States paid close attention to the events throughout
March and April and highlighting that the presence of communism threatened the United States‟
interest and the Inter-American system.281 The fear of the growing Communist presences in
Latin America heightened after the attack on Jorge Eliecer Gaitán, a powerful Liberal leader in
Bogotá, Colombia.282 The people of Colombia rioted and targeted government buildings,
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blaming the assignation on the then President Mariano Ospina-Pérez.283 The United States
believed that the riots were created and encouraged by the Communist Party leaders in Bogotá.
U.S. officials traveling to Bogotá and witnessed the actions of the Vanguardia Popular and
became fearful that the Party would try to seize power.284 It was at this moment the United States
saw the events of Costa Rica as a platform to end the threat of communism.285
Another pressure came from the Nicaraguan border. The Nicaraguan leader, Anastasio
Somoza grew concerned about the growing resistance against the government in Costa Rica and
feared that its relationships with the band of revolutionaries known as the Caribbean Legion that
he was to be the next target.286 Somoza ordered troops to defend the border and in Costa Rica.
The Nicaraguan forces remained on guard until April 21, after peace treaties were signed.287
According to Longley, the presences of Nicaraguans along the northern border of Costa Rican
territory led diplomats to question whether Picado had requested Somoza‟s aid or not.288 The
U.S. officials such as Davis were fearful that Nicaraguan military assistance would sway the war
in favor of the Costa Rican government and the Vanguardia Popular. Delegates from Costa Rica
and Managua, Nicaragua pressured both Picado and Somoza to remove the troops and to prevent
further Nicaraguan intervention.289 Although the United States government did not support the
Opposition or the government forces by supplying military aid, it did play an essential role in
intervention in the Costa Rican Civil War. The United States believed it needed to protect its
interest in the region, and the growing fear of communism acted in favor of the Opposition.
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Rumors started by men such as Gonzalo J. Facio, the former secretary-general of the Social
Democrat Party said that the Communist growth in Costa Rica was preparation for the takeover
of the Panama Canal as well as an invasion of North America. Picado grew fearful because the
United States began to build forces at the Panama Canal Zone.290,291 Picado had received news
that the United States was on standby to enter and end the hostilities targeting the firm
Communist hold in San José.292 It was the pressures, along with the growing tensions of the war,
which brought Picado to the conclusion that the fighting needed to end.
Although some viewed Picado as a weak leader, there were many more components
putting pressure on him than just the revolution. Picado, fearful of the military power of the
United States and the wrath of the revolution, made plans to end the war. Even though the
Vanguardia Popular under the leadership of Mora challenged this decision, Picado along with
delegates began discussions to stop the bloodshed peacefully.
The intense fighting between the government forces and the Army of National Liberation
between April 13 through April 17, brought together some of the bloodiest moments of the
battle.293 Bell focuses on the war in the Central Valley region of San José and Cartago. The
communist forces held San José, and the Army of National Liberation held a new base in
Cartago. In Cartago, Figueres gained more followers and the support of the people across the
nation.294 Although the government and the communist forces held the capital, Figueres had
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many supporters in the city.295 Picado, as stated before, was fearful about the amount of violence
that was going on in the nation and began attempts to find peace. The leader of the Vanguardia
Popular, Mora, had a different plan. Mora was a ruthless leader, who placed hundreds of political
prisoners on the top floors of building in San José to create a hesitation or even prevention of an
aerial attack.296
On April 18, the diplomatic corps met at the Mexican Embassy to finalize negotiations of
peace. On April 19, Picado and Núñez signed a pact to end the conflict.297 The Pact of the
Mexican Embassy was neither an outright win nor surrender for either side. Instead, it was an
agreement to end the strife and bring change to Costa Rica. The Pact allowed for the presidency
of the third designates, Santos León Herrera, and provided the terms of the departure of the
leaders of the National Republican Party and the Vanguardia Popular.298 The Pact also called for
a general amnesty, and per Mora‟s request, the rights of workers needed to be respected.299
Although the leaders of both the government and the Opposition were able to agree,
many men who fought under Mora refused to end the war. On April 21, 1948, a group of
irregular troops who refused to give up, began to fire.300 Figueres ordered troops to respond by
shooting and killing several near the Cathedral Square and the Post Office in downtown San
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José. After the final squabble, the irregular forces gave up the Bella Vista Fort and the Artillery
Barracks to the Opposition, thus ending the war.301
After the war ended and the Nicaraguan troops had left Costa Rica on April 21, Figueres
and the Army of National Liberation entered San José on April 24, the official end to the Civil
War.302 On April 28, the Army of National Liberation had a victory march through the streets of
San José. Boggs relates that it was a joyous moment and that the people of Costa Rica had won;
she points out that the Army of National Liberation was hardly an army, which was visible
during the march because many of them could not properly keep in step.303 This statement shows
that the people of Costa Rica indeed were not an army that had the time to perfect drill. The
Army of National Liberation was made up of a group of people willing to die for their nation, to
bring back factors that they felt that the government had changed or had stolen from the people,
but more so to bring a change to the nation. During the march Figueres spoke to the people; he
related that suffrage and justice were “lost jewels” of the First Republic and with the revolution
was the birth of a Second Republic. 304

The Beginning of the Junta
The period of the Junta brought many lasting changes to Costa Rica. José Figueres and
the other members of the Junta reshaped the government to ensure that electoral fraud and stateorganized and state-supported violence would no longer occur. The period of the Junta also
solidified the Civil War as a social revolution as it created an avenue for racial, gender, and
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economic pluralism to Costa Rican identity. People of color and women were finally able to have
a voice in their society, which was a start to the reconstruction of Costa Rican identity.
After April 28, 1948, the Costa Rican people questioned the fates of the nation and the
presidency. Many devoted followers of Figueres believed that Ulate should not be the president
because he went into hiding rather than fight. The followers of Figueres believed the nation‟s
rightful president was José Figueres, and he should have seized control.305 However, Figueres
thought that seizing the presidency for himself would have set a dangerous precedent for the
Second Republic.306 If Figueres had taken control of the presidency, it would have been an act of
hypocrisy and would have voided his reasoning behind starting the Civil War. One of the very
premises that Figueres decided to begin a revolution was on the fact that there were cases of
electoral fraud and that Calderón was not the rightful president. The election results and the
peoples‟ voice mattered to Figueres and the democracy he hoped to create for Costa Rica.
Figueres and Ulate discussed the matter and created a junta, which was to be led by Figueres for
eighteen months. In those eighteen months, Figures drafted a new constitution and validated
Ulate‟s election.307 On May 8, 1948, the Founding Junta of the Second Republic was inaugurated
into office.308 Figueres may have won the war, but he faced many challenges changing the
government and the nation overall.
The Junta was made up of eleven men. Many of the men, aged between thirty and fortyfive years old, were from a variety of different professional backgrounds, such as business, law,
and education.309 Many of the men in the Junta had strong ties to the United States and used the
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United States Constitution as a model.310 The men valued their relationships with the United
States; their connection exposed them to the changing anti-communist liberal ideology that was
growing in Washington D.C. The Junta unlike many other Latin American leaders, according to
Longley, prided their connections to the United States and often looked toward the United States
as a model during the reconstruction period.311
The Junta was received internationally after Washington, D.C., recognized it and labeled
Figueres “a crusader.” The United States was eager to give its support to the Junta because the
administration believed that Ulate promoted the status-quo while Figueres promoted his
ideology, which was similar to the anti-communist liberalism seen in the U.S. at this time. The
United States, according to Longley, overestimated the threat of communism, because upon
further reflection, the events in Costa Rica were not similar to actions taken by the Soviet
Union.312
Furthermore, the Junta according to Wilson, put aside the Pact of the Mexican Embassy
and began to create repressive legislation against the sectors that supported Picado, Calderón,
and Mora. One of the primary targets of the Juntas repression, according to Wilson, was against
the Communist Party. The Junta declared the Party illegal as well as banning many of the
powerful labor unions.313 The repression against the Communist Party also included the
imprisonment of over 200 members.314 The communists were not the only targets; the Junta
called many government and pro-Calderón supporters into question. Wilson relates that the Junta
created a special tribunal, which had to power the dismiss people from their government jobs and
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confiscate property from people who were believed to have profited illegally under the
Calderón/Picado administration.315 The Junta ordered the arrest of more than 3,000 supporters as
well as the exile of more than 7,000 people.316 These actions, although harsh, are in line with
Figueres‟ beliefs. Although he criticized the government for oppressing people for their political
beliefs, he loathed that men financially benefited from the government‟s money when many
other members were in need.
A significant change that the Junta made in Costa Rica was the creation of a Social
Security program, which developed to cover all health care needs of all citizens.317 Figueres
believed that bettering health care in Costa Rica would help the society develop because more
people would be able to work and prosper.318 The health of the citizens was in the hands of the
government. The social security system first assisted the elderly, unemployed, disabled,
homeless, orphaned children, but it eventually grew to assist all citizens.319 The more
revolutionary idea that the Junta had was to pay for all doctors‟ training, and in return, the
doctors must serve at least a year in rural areas, providing medical care to regions that may not
have had access to it before the revolution.320
Another action that Figueres took during the first few months of the Junta was
announcing the plan to nationalize the banks. Figueres made this announcement over the radio in
June 1948. This claim shocked much of the nation, but Figueres believed that nationalizing the
bank system would allow the government to take control of the economy and for the first time in
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Costa Rican history direct economic development.321 Wilson and other scholars believe that the
nationalization of the banks was one of the most significant changes created by the Junta. Wilson
argues that it allowed for the weakening of the wealthy elites and the creation of a new political
class.322
Figueres used the nationalization of banks and the control of the state over economic
growth to create better social development programs, such as healthcare and education. He also
put energy into developing water services and postal delivery.323 The nationalization of the
banking also brought more jobs to the citizens of Costa Rica. The government‟s influence was
expanding, and many administrative positions needed to be filled. Wilson also highlights the
political implications of the nationalization of banking. One implication was that it was a
punishment for those that supported Calderón and Picado because they no longer had strong
political influence.324
The nationalization of banks also alarmed the United States‟ diplomats and people in
business. As discussed before, many United States‟ citizens had a substantial investment in
Costa Rica due to the introduction of the banana industry; companies like United Fruit viewed
the nationalization of banks as threatening. The Junta promised the businesses that the
nationalization of the banks would only affect public institutions and that the tax laws only
applied to nations that did not have existing contracts.325 The Junta created loopholes for the
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United States because of its powerful influence in not only Costa Rica but also in the
surrounding nations. They addressed changes to its nation slowly.326
Another criticism that the Junta received after nationalizing the banks was that the action
was similar to communism.327 Figueres, along with the Junta continued to develop and create
changes to the nation. The nationalization of the banks created more jobs and an attack on the
unions that had aligned themselves with the Calderón and Picado administration as well as the
Vanguardia Popular. Figueres through his position as president of the Junta mounted an attack on
the nations wealthy.
Costa Rica‟s relationship with the United States at this time was vital. The U.S. at this
moment was like Costa Rica‟s “big brother,” stepping in to protect the nation when it received
threats from Somoza, Calderón, or Picado. Longley argues that there was a consistent pattern of
conflict between the Costa Rican Junta and Nicaragua government. Following the Civil War,
both Calderón and Picado attempted to discredit Figueres. Calderón traveled to the United States
and related that Figueres had signed a pact with Mora and that the United States should be
fearful of Figueres‟ relationship with the Caribbean Legion; suggesting that he was among the
list of rebels that planned to attack the neighboring governments.328 This claim was true. Picado
also attempted to discredit the Junta by stating its economic reform would only cause a
counterrevolution.329 The United States not only had already recognized the Junta as the
constitutional government but it offered support to Costa Rica during the attacks from
Nicaragua.330
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The wealthy oligarchy soon found that they are less influential in the political sphere in
Costa Rica than before the Civil War. Although Figueres ordered the exile and arrest of nearly
ten thousand people, he addressed a change that he believed needed to occur over six years
before the Civil War. As stated before, Figueres thought that it was wrong for people to financial
benefit from their alliances with the government, and the immediate actions that he took as
leader of the Junta reflect that belief. The nationalization of the banks is only one example of
how Figueres and the Junta began to create a pluralist society.

Conflict Among Leaders
The relationship with the United States was essential to the leaders of the Junta and the
president elect, Otilio Ulate. Ulate was not fond of Figueres‟ relationship with the other members
of the Caribbean Legion and charged Figueres as being corrupt in his newspaper Dario de Costa
Rica.331 Ulate, many United States‟ diplomats and some Costa Rican citizens believed that
Figueres and the Junta needed to focus on repairing the damages done to the nation, rather than
focus on the goals of the Legion.332 Ulate was not the only person to disagree with many of
Figueres‟ and the Juntas‟ actions. The nation at this time faced a division between the
revolutionaries who wanted radical changes, and the conservatives who wanted to focus on the
economy.333
At one point in April of 1949, Edgar Cardona, a man who fought alongside Figueres
attempted a military coup due to the division of ideology.334 Cardona opposed the
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nationalization of the banks and the ten percent tax cut on capital, so he demanded the
resignation or termination of several other cabinet members.335Cardona‟s coup was, according to
Boggs, a failure on many levels. The first was that the government controlled nearly almost all of
the arms.336 The second was that the people of Costa Rica were tired of the war or the threat of
war; they preferred periods of peace.337 The third and most important reason was the majority of
the people‟s loyalty rested with the Junta.
Figueres‟ continued to focus on his commitment to the Caribbean Legion and the
political world around him, which further stressed the period of the Junta. Figueres, against the
wishes of Ulate and the United States government, held up his end of the deal and continued to
work with the Legion.338 This created a more intense situation between the leaders of Nicaragua
and the Dominican Republic.339 Somoza whom actively responded to the threat of an invasion
by the revolutionaries from Costa Rica to the south and Guatemala from the north communicated
with the United States that the Legion had plans to overthrow the governments of Nicaragua, El
Salvador, and Honduras. The U.S. again related to Figueres and the Junta that they should not
change the status quo.340
The actions that Figueres took with his role in the Caribbean Legion further deteriorated
the relationship between Costa Rica and Nicaragua and threatened the newly changed democratic
nation that Costa Rica was attempting to form. According to Longley, there were several reports
during the summer and fall of 1948 that Somoza threatened to attack Costa Rica and place
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Calderón as the head of state.341 The Council of the Organization of American States addressed
the tensions between the two nations and told the governments of Costa Rica and Nicaraguan to
abstain from violent conflict.342 It called for a period of non-intervention and that all American
governments collaborate to “adhere strictly to the high principles which constitute the juridical
basis of the American Community.”343 Costa Rica was able to resist these pressures because of
the nation‟s close tie with the United States.
At this time Costa Rica was weakened, the State was in a period of reconstruction, and an
attack from Nicaragua could have ended the Junta and the changes that it attempted to bring to
Costa Rica. Although the United States claimed that it would not intervene and would only
request that each nation maintain its peace, many diplomats were working in favor of Costa Rica
and its democracy.344 Although Figueres had disagreed and many times aggravated the men in
Washington D.C., he still had many allies from the United States supported the Junta and secured
protection from Somoza‟s plans to attack.
Leaders internally and internationally contested the focus on helping the Caribbean
Legion. Figueres and his commitment to assist the Caribbean Legion is not surprising because of
the amount of time that he spent communicating with revolutionaries from around the world. It
did prove to be dangerous to the redevelopment of the nation. Figueres refused to work with
those who supported the governments of Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic because he
viewed the two governments a threat to the democracy he hoped to build in Costa Rica.
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Although his beliefs created friction among the Junta and members of the United States‟ State
Department, he continued to lend aid to his fellow members of the Legion.
Among the strife between the Figueres and Ulate, the nation was still able to develop.
During Costa Rica‟s reconstruction, the United States during Costa Rica‟s reconstruction was an
active player in securing Costa Rica‟s safety and the success of the Junta. It is undeniable that an
attack from Nicaragua would have significantly affected the actions of the Junta or demolished
its control. The United States was in a sense Costa Rica‟s “big brother” at the time, acting as a
role model, and protector of its reconstruction. It is important to note that this was not a selfless
act from the United States; it was only attempting to maintain the status quo in Central America,
appeasing the man that they put into power in Nicaragua and protecting the people who fought
the first battle of the Cold War.

Ending an Army: A Commitment to Democracy
Another of the most known changes created by the Junta in Costa Rica was the abolition
of the Costa Rican Army. On December 1, 1948, at the Bella Vista Fort in San José, Figueres
announced that the Junta planned to disband the army, air force, and navy because “too often in
Latin America, armies have been used by dictatorial regimes to crush Opposition and to
intimidate their people.” 345 At the end of his speech, Figueres took a sledgehammer and broke
one of the walls of the fort. Boggs related that only a few people knew that a crew loosened the
wall hours before to create a more dramatic effect when the cameras were around.346
The abolition of the army was one of the critical components to Costa Rica‟s
commitment against its prior state of state organized violence. By getting rid of the military, it
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showed Figueres commitment to bring change and end the government‟s power over the people.
He had borne witness to the effects of a powerful militarist style government while traveling
through Central America and did not want Costa Rica to fall under the pressures of that type of
government. The abolition of the national army did present an opening for Somoza and exiled
Costa Ricans to attack. The U.S. State Department helped the Junta procure weapons to defend
themselves.347

Summary
The Costa Rican Civil War resulted from the growing periods of violence and tension
that occurred throughout the 1940s. Although previous scholarship pinpoints the beginning of
the war on March 12, 1948, this paper argues that the war started on March 1, 1948, after the
attack on the house of Dr. Luis Valverde Vega. The death of the doctor and the assassination
attempt on Otilio Ulate convinced many Costa Ricans that they needed to act and for many, that
was to fight against the violence and growing oppression.
Untrained soldiers fought against the government; they were average citizens that
believed that a war was necessary to change the status quo. The soldiers brought their pistols and
rifles to the Army of National Liberation and with the help of the few who had experience
became soldiers.
Unlike José Figueres, many of the citizens were not ready to take up arms and oust the
government in 1942; growing moments of conflict and resistance brought many to the
conclusion that war was near. The annulled elections and the violent attack on Doctor Valverde
convinced the people that Congress and Calderón were unwilling to have diplomatic discussions

347

Longley, The Sparrow and the Hawk, 96-97.

Chapter Two: 84
and to secure a better future for not only themselves and their country, but for their families, they
had to partake in a violent revolution.
The period of the Junta addressed the State violence and the threat of future dictatorships
and wars. The abolition of the army in December of 1948 was a promise to the people of Costa
Rica that the government could no longer promote state-organized violence and also committed
to maintaining peace throughout the nation.
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Chapter Three: Identity
Understanding identity is crucial to understanding the role that the Costa Rican people
had on the actual events of the Civil War. By understanding how people related to and
challenged the constructed national identity, it allows a greater understanding of the ways that
the Civil War developed and how the Junta addressed the competing ideas of identity. One of the
ways this chapter explores identity is the way the people in Costa Rica chose to identify
themselves. This discussion will be broken down into several sections including Costa Ricans‟
relation to democracy and the identity of a citizen, which is challenged by women and AfroCosta Ricans and West Indians. The second discussion on status will be how the soldiers in both
the ranks of the national army and pro-government forces and the Army of National Liberation
had identified one another and themselves, shedding light on those that they people viewed as
heroic or corrupt and violent.
The current historiography does not include an intensive discussion on Costa Rican
identity at this time and, in many cases, lacks an exploration into the role that women, AfroCosta Ricans, and West Indians had during the Civil War and the Junta. By adding the voices of
women, Afro-Costa Ricans, and West Indians in the narrative a more rich development of how
the Civil War was a defining moment for Costa Rica arises. This chapter seeks to add voices
from those who were not included in earlier narratives, including the soldiers fighting with
Figueres. This chapter and the succeeding seek to explore how the period of the revolution and
the Junta were defining moments in the reconceptualization of Costa Rican identity. Not only do
these voices address the concept of Costa Rican identity they also provide new evidence to the
current scholarship.
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Democratic Traditions and the Identity of Exceptionalism
To begin the discussion on how Costa Ricans identified themselves one can turn to
Charles D. Ameringer in his work Democracy in Costa Rica. Costa Ricans admit that their
version of democracy is not perfect, and many political theorists such as Dahl and Macpherson
have argued the very concept of democracy is imperfect because it is interpreted in many ways.
However, Costa Ricans valued their freedom and knew that for them democracy is not just a
form of government but a way of living, each person is equal, and the people rule the
government for the people.348
Before the Civil War, Costa Rica had a democratic government, and throughout history,
the people expelled the threats of dictatorship. When Figueres was in exile, Boggs was in
disbelief. Costa Ricans had viewed themselves as a model for other counties in Latin America
because they considered Costa Rica was the only country in Latin America where human rights
were respected.349 According to Boggs, Costa Ricans believed that “their government as more
democratic, their educational system more widespread, their health services covered more of the
population. Costa Ricans knew all that.”350 In many ways, Costa Rica bore the same pressures as
other Central American nations, but they believed that they were an exceptional case “superior to
all others in the area.”351
As has been noted, the development of Costa Rica as a nation is vital to understanding
this ideology. Ameringer argues that due to Costa Rica‟s geographical location far from the
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Viceroyalty in Guatemala and its lack of gold and other vital minerals the nation initially
deterred settlement by gold seekers. Due to its lack of indigenous groups as seen in Guatemala
and Mexico, many seeking to become wealthy plantation owners opted to live elsewhere due to
the lack of native population to exploit.352 This created an opportunity for early European
colonists to live to some extent equally. Amerigner also argues that the colonial officials were (in
most cases) no more wealthy than the colonist. Costa Ricans before independence grew as a
nation of labors, preventing new racial distinctions.353 However, it was after the introduction of
coffee and bananas in Costa Rica that brought to change to the nation. Like stated earlier, the
introduction of the bananas and the presence of migrant workers from the West Indies forced
Costa Ricans to think about their national identity.

Afro-West Indian Communities
There are a limited number of sources available on Afro-Costa Ricans and West Indians.
According to Dorothy E. Mosby, the author of Place, Language, and Identity in Afro-Costa
Rican Literature, much of the oral literary tradition of the West Indians in Costa Rica is underresearched.354 Although there are efforts to bring in the Afro-West Indian voices into the
narrative of Costa Rican history and Caribbean history, the field is substantially underdeveloped. The current historiography on the Costa Rican Civil War and the Junta often only
briefly discuss the importance of the Afro-Costa Ricans during this time frame or entirely
exclude them from the narrative. While understanding the limits of available sources, this
section aims to discuss the role that the Afro-West Indians had during the Civil War and Junta;
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as well as for how the racially geared policies affected their lives, attempting to bar the
communities from growing and challenging the preconceived Costa Rican identity.
Development of West Indians in Costa Rica
Before discussing the ways that Afro-Costa Ricans and West Indians identified and the
effects that they had on the nation leading up to and during the Civil War, a few definitions are
needed. Mosby defines that the term “West Indian” is essentially synonymous with “black.”
Throughout this section, the term “West Indian” will refer to black migrant laborers but
moreover refer to the group of blacks who refused to accept and integrate as Costa Rican
citizens. The term “Afro-Costa Rican,” on the other hand, will refer to the former West Indians
who attempted to integrate into society by claiming their rights as citizens. Their claim to
citizenship challenged the idea of Costa Rican identity by holding onto their cultural identity
from the islands but also adapting and reconstructing their identity as permanent citizens of the
nation.
West Indians and Afro-Costa Ricans‟ presence in the nation created many changes to the
nation. The majority of West Indians settled in the southeastern province of Costa Rica called
Limón. Some of the earlier Afro-West Indians were brought to Costa Rica when Minor Keith
began to build a railroad through Costa Rica in 1872. Keith had workers from Italy and U.S.
prisons, but he deemed them unsatisfactory. Keith and “the government justified the hiring of
West Indians by arguing that they be more resistant to the hardships of working in the
tropics.”355 After they finished construction on the railroad, many of the West Indians believed
that they would be able to return to their homes on the various islands from which they had
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arrived; however, that was a false promise.356 Many West Indians were forced to stay in Costa
Rica finding work in the banana industry as Keith and others began to develop the plantations.357
West Indians were forced to stay in Costa Rica where, as Mosby relates; a crisis led to a
“reconceptualization of their identity” and a reconceptualization of Costa Rican identity.358Costa
Ricans did not graciously welcome the presence of the West Indians. Some Costa Ricans, who
were fearful of losing their white European identity, suggested that the entire West Indian
Community be sterilized to prevent its growth.359
Although the West Indians residing in Limón enjoyed a “short-lived” period where they
gained many benefits from the banana plantations and were able to build up a community
isolated from the majority of the nation, Costa Ricans protested the government about the
presence of West Indians starting in 1925.360 The tensions, according to Harpelle, only grew
during 1927 when the census revealed the number of the West Indians in the nation. Over 21,000
West Indian people were living in the country, 431 of whom resided in the nation‟s capital, San
José. The total number of West Indians living in Costa Rica made up 5.5% of the population.361
The West Indians continued to face discrimination as their population grew. As the numbers of
West Indians grew, there was a fear they would begin to “„Africanise‟ yet another part of the
national territory.”362 The increasing labor unrest, pressures from the Costa Rican government,
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and the spread of Panama disease put the jobs of many West Indians at risk.363 As the banana
companies began to move westward to the Pacific Coast, the legislation prohibited companies
from hiring “„coloured labour.‟”364 Throughout the 1930s, the government continued to pressure
the West Indians by changing the lands that they settled on in Limón, creating several registries
and changing the rules for naturalization.365
While some West Indian children were able to apply and gain citizenship in Costa Rica,
the people still had many obstacles to overcome. Groups like the Universal Negro Improvement
Association and others focused on finding a homeland, or for the younger generation that was
born in Costa Rica, a home in the nation.366 Other groups such as the National Association for
the Advancement of Young Coloured People, the Afro-Costarrican Youth Uplift Association,
and the National Association for the Progress of Coloured Costa Rican helped the members for
the community and encouraged those who could to become citizens. The community was
divided; some believed that if the West Indians gained citizenship, they would be safe from
many of the government's attacks. Others saw becoming a citizen as a way of conforming to a
society and culture that was not their own nor was accepting of them or their cultures.367
One of the early West Indian voices that discussed racism in Costa Rica and life working
for the United Fruit Company was Alderman Johnson Roden, who arrived in Puerto Limón from
Jamaica to join his father.368 Johnson Roden was an important early 20th-century writer in Costa
Rica. Johnson Roden writes about his feelings of nostalgia for Jamaica, racism, and the “theme
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of struggle against repression from the oral lore of Afro-West Indians in Costa Rica.”369 In his
poem “The Outlaw,” Johnson Roden addressed the folklore of “Jon Gordon,” a man who had
sought revenge on the United Fruit Company for its exploitation of West Indian Labor.370
Unfortunately, Johnson Roden destroyed nearly all of his writings out of frustration, and only a
few remain, like the ones persevered by Mosby and Donald K. Gordon, author of “Alderman
Johnson Roden: The Tailor-Poet.”371
When comparing the question that the role Afro-West Indians had on Costa Rica to that
of Mexico, it is important to note that a large portion of Africans were brought to Mexico as
slaves during the colonial period, whereas in Costa Rica, the Afro-West Indians communities
were brought in as migrant workers after Costa Rica became independent. Like Mexico, many
Africans that came from the West Indies were paid low wages and were from the lower class,
whereas Europeans and their descendants occupied the upper class, and “reinforced by racial
distinctions.”372 The white Costa Ricans, similar to the Europeans and Creoles in Mexico, did not
want the Afro-West Indians to taint their society.
The views toward the West Indians after the significant migrations of the 19th century
were often negative. Costa Ricans, attempting to preserve their status, believed that the West
Indians did not belong. The presence of West Indians irreversibly shaped Costa Rica, such as
building up towns in the coastal regions like Puerto Limón. The majority of citizens often
rejected the idea of West Indians identifying as Costa Rican. For example, the government
attempted to force the communities out of the nation by banning companies from hiring them or
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making the process of applying for citizenship more difficult. The community continued to grow,
spreading out across Costa Rica. Although many wanted the opportunity to become part of the
Costa Rican identity, there also were a large number of West Indians that rejected the idea. They
held onto their identity hoping to eventually find a place to call home thus creating a divide in
the community between those who wanted to become Costa Rican and those who did not.373
Nonetheless, the West Indian and Afro-Costa Rican population continued to grow and played an
essential role in the coming war and the Junta.
Although the Limón province brings a vital region for the Opposition and the government
forces, the West Indian communities removed themselves from fighting. Picado lobbied for the
Afro-West Indians to defend the government against Figueres, but many chose not to choose
sides.374 When the government forces entered Cahuita, a small village in the southern region of
Limón, to recruit men, the young men fled to avoid being drawn into the war.375 Many people in
the West Indian Community refused to get involved because they did not believe either outcome
of the war would benefit them nor did the community as a whole relate itself as Costa Rican.376
The reflection of how West Indians related to Costa Rican society is vital to
understanding the changes that needed to be made in the country at this time. Through the one
hundred years that there had been a mass migration from the West Indies, the role that AfroCosta Ricans and West Indians had on the nation was influential. The region of Limón was vital
for Figueres during the war and was a region of support when he ran for president in 1953.
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Costa Rican Women
The current scholarship has excluded the role of women and their participation during the
Civil War. Women‟s voices are also limited in the collection of testimonies collected by
Villegas. Although the percentage of women who were soldiers or active participants in the
Opposition is lower than that of men, it does not limit their importance. This section will discuss
some of the women who not only played an integral role in the Civil War, and will also explore
how women challenged their male counterparts who believed that they did not have the right to
partake in political affairs. The sources utilized to complete this section are a mix of secondary
sources that explore the women‟s movement, male accounts of women and their roles, and
testimonies and writings from women themselves. This section adds to the current historiography
and discusses the bravery that the guerreras had when not only fighting for their nation but for
themselves and their future.
Much like the Afro-Costa Ricans who were unable to participate in politics in Costa Rica,
women faced many challenges. Like other Latin American nations, the concept of machismo was
rampant in Costa Rica. Women during this time were unable to vote and in many cases had
limited social mobility. Women rejected the identity that was forced upon them, protested, and
fought for a change.
While Figueres and Boggs were in exile and traveling across Central America and
Mexico, the women of Costa Rica began to mobilize adding more pressure on the government,
as well adding more momentum to revolutionary sentiments. Nearly a year after Figueres‟ radio
broadcast, women and students began to protest the proposed electoral reform created by
Calderón and Picado on May 12 through 15, 1943. The reform gave more power to the executive
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branch to oversee the elections.377 On May 14, the protesters wrote a letter to Calderón hoping to
sway him into vetoing the bill, but he ignored them. The women and students formed a
prominent protest march for May 15, and Calderón withdrew the proposed reform.378 The
women at this moment were victorious. As the women‟s movement continued to grow, they
faced cases where their political affiliations placed them at odds.379 Some women supported the
political affiliations of the Communist Party therefore politically supporting the targeted enemy:
Picado and Calderón.380 Others supported the former President Cortés, Picado‟s opponent, in the
presidential election race who attempted to attract the support of women supporting the suffrage
movement and the reform of Article I and the Electoral Law to allow female citizens the right to
vote.381 The support did not culminate in a win for Cortés; Picado won the election and never
pursued the reform.382 In many ways, Cortés and others attacked the women‟s movement by
using women‟s issues as a political game and “avoided making women‟s issues central in their
struggles.”383
As the political situation intensified, more protest against the government developed. One
protest led by Emma Gamboa, president of the teachers‟ union, began on August 1, 1946, with a
demand that the violence end and that Calderón leave the country.384 The next day, August 2, the
women marched to President Picado‟s house where he mocked them and refused to sign
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anything unless they left.385 As the women began to leave with the hope that the president would
review their demands for the end of violence, soldiers attacked the group. Margarita de Guzmán
reported that soldiers verbally assaulted women, and as they fled the scene, police targeted the
women with machine guns.386 The next day “Picado signed written guarantees for democratic
free elections.”387 The suffragists still fought for their political voice until the end of the Costa
Rican Civil War and the period of the Junta.388
Women in Costa Rica, much like those in Mexico during the years leading up to the
Mexican Revolution, played an essential role in the development of the Civil War. As discussed
before, men like José Figueres did not believe that women had a role in politics, which is a view
that was not unique to Costa Rican men. In the years before the Mexican Revolution, women in
Mexico were also excluded from partaking in business and politics.389 Men in Mexico were
allowed to take legal control over a women‟s property and children, as well as decide if she
could work or not.390 Women in Mexico, much like the women in Costa Rica during the 1940s,
formed several groups that protested for the legal right for women to vote.391 Women in Costa
Rica faced similar challenges to those in Mexico throughout the war.
The unjust treatment that many women faced during the moments leading up to the war
pushed them to continue to fight and join Figueres on the front lines of the revolution. Women
had fought for their right to vote long before the 1940s but never stopped. Although women like
Emma Gamboa led peaceful marches, others packed up, made the trek to the front lines, and
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worked to defend the Opposition's cause even though their future in the political sphere was still
uncertain.
Although women had a limited role in politics, many expressed their voices in the
newspapers and other art forms. Emilia Prieto Tugores‟ often wrote to newspapers and journals
discussing a wide range of topics such as education and politics. In one of her writings, she
addressed the social reforms created under Calderón and the Costa Rican constitution. She
argued that the liberty and the constitution should give equal rights to everyone but instead it was
an abyss ignoring the economic and civil liberties.392 Costa Rica was not a country where
equality was possible because it was a place of exploiters and the exploited.393
During the Civil War women had many different roles apart from the stereotypical
gendered roles, which redefined their image in Costa Rican society. During the Civil War
women were both consenting actors and victims of non-consensual violence. The role of women
during the war is complex as women grappled with their own identity as well as the identity that
was perceived of them.
One testimony given by the shanghaied soldier Israel Saborío Espinoza, the government
training grounds had several routine prostitutes visiting the officers and presumably other men.
Saborío Espinoza relates that he had to cook for the women.394 Commonly prostitution is a way
in which women consent to the actions that they have taken. Many studies on prostitution argue
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that it was a way for women to have a sense of independence and control over their lives.395 In
many ways, the prostitutes at the training grounds were not only earning their own money but
had challenged assigned gender roles. Scholars such as Holly Allen argues that prostitution
challenged the gendered economic roles between male and females.396 Espinoza relates in his
narrative that while the women were working, the captive men were forced to cook for them,
challenging the typical gender roles. Not all women were able to give consent to the roles that
they held.
Not all women consented to partake in the war and often they were forced victims of
violence. Several testimonies reported accounts of rape and attacks on women and children.
Hugo Morales, fighting for the Army of the National Liberation, reported the attack and assumed
rape of a 14-year-old girl by the pro-government or government forces.397
“En un rancho de esos había una muchachita, como de catorce años de la que había
abusado catorce mariachis y que estaba lista para morir.
Nuca he podido borrar de mi mente la impresión que es me produjo, y nunca he podido
entender cómo el ser humano llega a tal grado de maldad, de depravación, para abusar de
una criatura de catorce años.”398

When he encountered the girl, she was nearly dead. He related that he had never seen such an
egregious attack on a child so young, and he has not been able to erase it from his memory.399
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Another account by Francisco Rojas Argüello, a member of the Army of National Liberation,
reported that the pro-government or government forces were responsible for the rape of a
campesina and her daughter.400 Unlike the prostitutes working in the government training
grounds, there were accounts of women who did not consent to their involvement in the war. The
women and children that were victims of physical and sexual violence were forced victims of
war.

Women within the Ranks

Figure 5: Grupo de soldados revolucionarios. (Group of Revolutionary soldiers.) “Revolución.” El
Espiritu del 48. Accessed:
https://elespiritudel48.org/imagenes/nggallery/principal/revolucion/page/2.

Women were active in supporting the war effort by serving as cooks, nurses, and
guerrillas. The women who served as cooks traveled with the men and often served soldiers
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black beans and rice.401 Daniel Gutiérrez, a soldier fighting with the Army of National
Liberation, reported while in Cartago, women would wake the men up, give them coffee and
make lunch.402 Women also moved with the troops as they served as nurses. Figure 5 shows a
group of women that served as medical aids. One soldier, Francisco Rojas Argüello, relates once
he was in Cartago, he was taken care of by beautiful young women, presumably nurses. He
reported that while in Cartago that the women attended to the men so that they could put up their
feet.403 Although women who served as cooks and nurses stayed within the stereotypical gender
roles, they served as active participants in the war.
Women also served as guerreras. Women not only served the war efforts by feeding the
troops and serving as prostitutes but they also fought alongside the men during battles: one
woman, Eliette Zamora, surprised men like Rojas Argüello about their dedication to the effort.404
Many men did not understand the struggle that women faced during the years before the Civil
War. Others surprised the men because they were powerful and they had impeccable aim.405
Women‟s strength and commitment to the Opposition‟s cause surprised their male
counterparts; one could question how the guerreras role was similar to different to that of their
male peers and how the men received the women fighting alongside them? Much like the men
who traveled by foot and car to meet with the Army of National Liberation, women like Eliette
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Zamora made the journey from San José to La Lucha Sin Fin.406 Zamora believed that she
needed to fight alongside the Army of National Liberation if she wanted to live in a decent and
tranquil nation.407 Zamora worked with several different leaders in the revolution and organized
troops. She fought at Santa Maria del Dote and the Battle of Cartago. She trusted the men that
she fought with and they regarded her as a sister, partner, and hero.408
Finally, Maria Figuls Quirós reported her exciting story; she was instrumental in the
initial organization of the revolution by acquiring arms for the various dealers that she met in
Mexico. Mara Figuls Quirós also was responsible for assisting with the movement of arms
during the war itself. She recalled a time where she flew down to Guatemala and then down into
Costa Rica with revolutionary fighters and more weapons to support the cause. María Figuls
Quirós had not lived in Costa Rica when many of the crimes against the women, people of color,
and others that had been harmed, but she did not feel any less of a duty to her country. To help
save the nation, María Figuls Quirós fought to bring the nation out of corruption to make the
nation better for future generations.409
The women‟s movement and the Civil War are two separate movements that molded into
an avenue for women to gain a voice in Costa Rican society. Women challenged the identity as a
wife and mother by addressing politicians, and taking up arms and fighting for their nation, with
the men around them. The leaders of the Army of National Liberation started the Civil War on
the premise that the government began to oppress the people of Costa Rica, mainly through
electoral fraud, and women supported the revolution not only to end the violence but also to
406
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continue the fight for their rights. Women challenged the identity forced upon them by being
active members of the Army of National Liberation and fighting side-by-side men; the
demonstrated that women are much more than homemakers and can take their lives in their own
hands and carve out a place for themselves.

The Image of a Hero
As previously discussed, many of the revolutionary soldiers connected to the
Opposition‟s cause after the death of Dr. Valverde. After the short training, the leaders of the
Opposition divided many of the soldiers into several different units. The leaders of the Army of
National Liberation named the battalions after Costa Rican and Latin American heroes. As stated
before, Boggs and Figueres named their son Jose Martí, after the Cuban Revolutionary hero;
leaders of the Opposition named a battalion after Simón Bolívar, the leader of many revolutions
and armed uprising across colonial South America.410 On a more personal level for many Costa
Ricans, a battalion was named after Luis Valverde Vega, the doctor that many Costa Ricans
loved and respected, that was murdered. By using the names of the heroes that died defending
their values and nations, it created an image ofthe members of the revolution that they were the
heroes and their actions were for the common good.
The assumed heroic identity not only justified the revolution for the Opposition, but it
also garnered support from the public who believed in the revolutionaries‟ mission. The role the
public played was vital in the Civil War. The public‟s support allowed the success of the Army
of National Liberation. The public opened up their homes, businesses, and hotels. When in
various cities the public supplied the revolutionaries with necessary food and supplies. Many of
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the testimonies relate that the soldiers sat in the homes of many of the supporters and discussed
the sentiments that they held about the current affairs of the nation.411
The archival document found in the National Archives highlighted another meaningful
way that the public supported the efforts of the Army of National Liberation. The author of the
document related that the public was vital in maintaining accurate news sources. For example,
the public created underground wires that related the news to different radio stations and
newspapers to inform the public about the actions taken by the government. The Army of
National Liberation reached more people and allowed them to get their message across to the
people of Costa Rica.412
The public‟s support significantly affected the outcome of the Civil War. Without the
support of the public, the Army of National Liberation would have struggled to push forward to
the various cities and regions that they did. Also, if the Army of National Liberation did not have
the support of the people, it is possible that many of the soldiers would have slept exposed to the
cold mountain air, went hungry, and not found proper medical care in the hospitals. The
revolution would have had a very different end if the average citizen did not believe in the
reasons why the Army of National Liberation took up arms. As previously stated, the use of
media outlets, names, and many other things, which the Army of National Liberation used the
image of a heroic battle against the overwhelming power of the government to win over the
support of the common people, securing a win in the heart of the nation. It can be argued that the
successful campaign of promoting heroism against the government and showed the people that
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the government and the pro-government forces such as the mariachis and the Vanguardia
Popular lost the war before the battle ended.

The Identity of the Government Forces
According to the Bell, one of the reasons that the soldiers fought to support Calderón was
because they wanted to maintain the social gains received from 1940 through 1948. Picado
supported the idea of the militias fighting for the government because the army at that time only
had around three hundred men fighting with them.413 The government was not prepared to equip
the men, and many of them went unarmed. Other troops that fought alongside the government
were from Nicaragua. The Nicaraguan dictator, who maintained connections with Picado and
Calderón, sent over troops, but he did not supply the government forces with arms. The progovernment troops also were made up of a few Cubans, Hondurans, and Dominicans.414
Many of the volunteers that made of the ranks of the national army and pro-government
militias were from the banana regions.415 Carlos Levia Ortuño, a soldier fighting for the
government, reported that many of his fellow soldiers were volunteers from Puntarenas and
Limón where the banana industries had the majority of their plantations in the coastal region of
Costa Rica.416 However, there were accounts of the government soldiers and supporters forcing
men to fight for them. One reason that many of the volunteers came from the banana plantations,
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especially those on the western coast, was that the Communist Party had a strong influence in the
region and often supported the various strikes in that region.
Not all of the government‟s troops were volunteers. The pro-government forces often
forced people into their ranks. This significantly affected the morale of the government forces.
Israel Saborío Espinoza, a soldier fighting alongside the government forces, relates his
experiences in his testimony about how he and his co-workers were shanghaied into the progovernmental militias. Espinoza relates that he and several of his co-workers were taking a break
for lunch when nearly twenty well-armed men came up to the group and took them captive. They
held the men at gunpoint and eventually moved them to a jail in Puerto Cortés where they met
Coronel Mejía, he attempted to convert the men into soldiers for the ,government. Much of the
time that the men were in training, they remained under the watchful eyes of the mariachis.417
In the downtime of their training, Espinoza relates that their kidnappers took them to a
hotel called, Soda Flores and he was forced to cook for all of the prostitutes that were in the
region. When he protested cooking for them, Coronel Mejía threatened to incarcerate him for his
act of insubordination.418 He maintained his rebel spirit. After he and the others forced to fight
alongside the government arrived at La Sabana airport, Cornel Leyba asked them mockingly
what they were supposed to do to which, Espinoza protested.419
Espinoza‟s account is essential to understanding how members of the Costa Rican
government identified the cause of the government itself. Although like the Opposition, many of
the members within the ranks of the government and pro-government forces were volunteers
persevering their way of life government and had a rebellious attitude during his time within the
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ranks. Because the pro-government forces kidnapped men into their forces, it is evidence of the
lack of support for the government's actions, nor had a reason to fight. Although the national
army and its supporters outnumbered Figueres‟ troops, everyone within his ranks had a cause
worth dying for which according to Espinoza was not always the case in the government's ranks.

Labels: Propaganda for the Opposition
Many of the testimonies labeled the members of the national army and pro-government
militias as mariachis. However, according to the Bell, the mariachis were coastal volunteers
attempting to protect the gains they made throughout the last eight years through Caledrón and
Picado‟s social and labor reforms.420 According to the Bell, the people of San José referred to the
men and women who worked on the coast as mariachis due to the use of color blankets
resembling the Mexican sarapes, further relating it to the mariachi bands in Mexico. The
Opposition then took that term and related it back to anyone who supported the government.421
Whether or not the term mariachi came from such a simple thing as coastal workers
using blankets at night or something else, many who fought for the Opposition used the term
mariachi. In many cases, the authors of the testimonies found in the collection of narratives in
Testimonios del 48’ refer to the national army and pro-government militias as mariachis. Within
the narratives, the term is often followed by an act to paint further those who supported the
government as violent and corrupt. There were a variety of instances when both the government
forces and the pro-government militias were exceedingly violent to those who were innocent and
bystanders to the war. Such accounts include kidnapping men into the ranks and forcing them to
fight, raping women and young girls, and plundering.
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By labeling the pro-government forces and the government forces as mariachis, the
Opposition not only eliminated the distinctions between the two but also presented the public
with a negative image. The government forces and the pro-government militias were two
different entities that worked together but not always synonymously. Many of the testimonies in
Testimonios del 48 only addresses the government and pro-government forces as mariachis. Not
only does excluding a differentiation between the two groups label all those who fought in the
ranks of the government as criminals, but linking the violence of the mariachis to all those who
support Calderón labels them as wrong and against the greater good of the Costa Rican people.
The Opposition was not the only one using propaganda to their advantage; Picado also
utilized media outlets to attempt to sway the public. According to The New York Times journalist
C.H. Calhoun, Picado employed censorship of the newspapers and other forms of information
outlets.422 Calhoun reported that the Costa Rican government‟s censorship was defensive.423 For
example, when the Opposition had bombed the Presidential palace, the newspaper reported that
it was a fire that was quickly taken care of by the government.424 The control of the media by the
government was an attempt to hide the fact that the rebellion appeared to be stronger than the
government.425 The government wanted to keep the effects of the revolution quiet in attempts to
prevent the people from seeing the momentum and strength the rebellion had.
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Summary
The study of identity is vital when understanding why the people of Costa Rica took up
arms and fought against one another. By exploring identity, one can get a better vision of how
the Civil War was formed, and also how individuals affected the war. Although José Figueres
began planning a Civil War starting in 1942, the year he has exiled, the rest of the nation was not
ready to take up arms to enact a moment of violence. When exploring the moments of violence,
such as the attack on the women in 1947, march to Picado's home, or the death of Dr. Luis
Valverde Vega, these are the moments that any find the actions of the government inexcusable.
Figueres himself may have felt that the government‟s actions in 1942 were enough to claim
corruption, but many others did not align themselves entirely with him.
By exploring the different identities in Costa Rica during this time, a new narrative
begins to form, and a greater understanding of the events in Costa Rica becomes known.
Although previous scholars on the Costa Rican Civil War focused on how José Figueres‟
ideologies and actions changed the course of Costa Rica, it was the people that rallied behind
him on their agenda that brought about a lasting change for the nation. This exploration gives
agency to groups that the scholarship preceding this research lacked.
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Chapter Four: The Legacy
The period of the Civil War created an avenue for many social changes in Costa Rica and
to other Latin American nations as well. To the Caribbean Legion, Costa Rica was to be the first
nation in Latin America to fight against the oppressive government and install drastic social
changes to the nation. Following the model set by the Mexican Revolution, Costa Ricans from
the countryside rallied behind a charismatic leader voicing a call for change. Once the Junta took
power in May of 1948, it addressed many changes, setting a path for Costa Rica to continue
social developments and solidifying Costa Rica as a case of exceptionalism during the periods of
violence and oppressive dictatorships seen through the narratives of development in Latin
America.
As discussed in the second chapter, the Founding Junta of the Second Republic was
inaugurated into office.426 The leaders of the Junta began to prosecute members of the
Vanguardia Popular, the Communist Party, and others who supported the government forces and
the pro-government militias. The party was declared illegal, and many people were arrested or
exiled.427 Other changes that the Junta created were the nationalization of banks and a Social
Security program that developed to cover all health care needs of all citizens.428,429 Although the
Junta was able to address many of items of its agendas, Costa Rican‟s battle to better the nation
to retain its claim of being exceptional took years and arguably is still in progress.
A Woman’s Voice
The goals of the women‟s movement in Costa Rica were realized in 1949, as the Junta
debated and then passed an amendment that allowed women to vote. Although José Figueres did
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not believe that woman should be involved in politics, his wife, Henrietta Boggs pressured him
into reviewing the issue. The women‟s movement and women‟s active role in the revolution
challenged the preconceived identity of what women should be.
The period of the Junta provided a platform in which Costa Rican women were able to
move forward and push their agenda forward. Although women‟s rights were not the primary
force of the Junta, Costa Rican women were able to find an avenue to move forward in society.
Figueres and the other members of the Junta were forced to address women‟s rights for the first
time, in an extended and needed amount of time, and at this time women‟s rights were not just a
tool for presidential candidates to use to garner political support or propaganda. Women‟s rights,
during the period of the Junta, was a subject taken seriously.
One of the first political developments for women in Costa Rica was Emma Gamboa‟s
position within the Junta as the president of the National Teachers Union for the Ministry of
Education.430 Gamboa was one of the first women to break through the political sphere.
Although she was not a politician, her role in the Junta led to more significant education reform
in the nation.431
Another advocate for women's rights was Henrietta Boggs, who became Costa Rica‟s
First Lady after Figueres took over the Junta. Boggs recalls that the question of women‟s
suffrage was not the immediate thought for the leaders of the Junta. Boggs, an advocate for
women in Costa Rica, recalls continuously talking to Figueres about the right for women to vote.

430

“Special to The New York Times: Rebels Occupy San Jose “ New York Times (1923-Current File ) April 25,
1948. Retrieved from
http://ezproxy.emich.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/108212593?accountid=10650

431 Ruth Cubillo Paniagua,. "Emma Gamboa: La educacion como instrumento para la libertad del individuo."
Káñina 34, no. 1 (2010): 183+. Translated by Amberlyn Britt. Academic OneFile Accessed March 27,
2018.
http://link.galegroup.com.ezproxy.emich.edu/apps/doc/A302404740/AONE?u=lom_emichu&sid=AONE&
xid=5e7225bb.

Chapter Four 110
She did not accept that after the war had taken place and in the 1940s, women were still denied
suffrage.432 The government heard Boggs and the members of the women‟s rights movements.
In June 1949, the Junta placed the issue of women‟s rights on its agenda.
In the final months of the Junta, Ortiz Martín introduced a bill to the cabinet that
redefined citizenship and the right to vote. On June 20, 1949, Martín believed that actions of
women during the civil war proved to be adequate evidence that they too deserved the right to
vote, and that all citizens of either gender should be granted suffrage.433 However, other Junta
cabinet members such as Chacón Jiesta challenged the idea of universal suffrage. Jiesta reported
that he had done a study that found evidence that the majority of Costa Rican women did not
want to vote because politics were dirty and it would pollute the minds of women.434 Another
contested, believing that allowing women the right to vote would create more cases of martial
divorces.435 However, this debate did not sway the majority, and on June 20, 1949, the bill was
passed at a 33-8 vote. On July 31, 1950, women were able to vote for the first time in a
referendum. Eighty-two-year-old Ramona Cruz was the first women to vote after she completed
a journey for an hour and a half on horseback from her home to the voting center.436 In 1953,
women were also able to cast their vote for the first time in a presidential election. Although the
right to vote was not the first thing on the agenda for the leaders of the Junta, women like Boggs
and Gamboa pushed and modeled a path from the women of Costa Rica.
However, not all people received women‟s social and political mobility well, and women
faced many challenges. Women had to face the preconceived notions of their identity. Although
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the Junta created a discussion for ending the discriminatory laws against women, many citizens
still found ways to resist. In the 1950s, after Figueres left office and Ulate was pronounced
president, new labor laws were put into place. These laws targeted wage discrimination and
outlawed the unjust wage gap between a man‟s and a woman‟s pay.437 However, employers still
found ways to pay women less. One Costa Rican woman living in the Limón province claimed
that she was paid less after performing the same job as the men around her; if she complained,
she risked losing her job and limiting her opportunities to get another.438 Women in Limón and
Costa Rica as a whole were met with the challenge against their identity. Women although were
moving forward socially and politically, often felt pushed back into gender-typical roles, and
unequal pay and opportunity for growth often challenged women. The revolution did provide an
opening for women to further their social and political role, but often they had to fight to make a
living and provide for their families.
The right to vote was only one small win for Costa Rican women, and many knew that
other advances had to take place. Yadira Calvo Fajardo, who is a known educator and author in
Costa Rica, focused on the women‟s rights movement in the 1990s.439 Calvo, in The Costa Rican
Women’s Movement, a Reader, commented on how the women continued to fight to hold
numerous political positions.440 The different waves of women‟s movements continued to
challenge the identity and continued to develop the voice of women in Costa Rica. Calvo writes
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that women in Costa Rica were no longer fighting over the right to vote, but they were making
their mark in all endeavors.441
The women in Costa Rica continued to struggle for their role in society and proceeded to
become political leaders. As the women continued to fight not only for their role in politics and
society, they also challenged the conceptualization of Costa Rican identity. In 2010, Laura
Chinchilla Miranda was elected as the first female president.442 Women in Costa Rica faced
many challenges as they continued to grow in the political sphere, however, under perseverance
and a reluctance to accept the right to vote as a definition of equality; women continued to have a
more significant role in Costa Rican life and society.
The Costa Rican Civil War and the role of the Junta was only a small stepping-stone for
women to redefine Costa Rican culture and the image of all citizens. The members of the Junta
addressed the discussion of the women‟s right to vote, and it was an essential development of the
continual challenge of identity by women. By gaining, the right to vote is a vital step for women
to have a say in policies and people that represent them in government. Much like the women
who protested in the streets for the right to vote, or who had fought in the Army of National
Liberation to defend their idea of a nation, women after the Civil War continued to challenge the
status quo forming a place in Costa Rican society and redefining what it meant to be a citizen.

West Indians as Costa Ricans
Before the Costa Rican Civil War, Afro-Costa Ricans had limited involvement in the
political affairs of the nation. Harpelle highlights that during the 1948 election only about thirty
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people from the West Indian Community voted in the presidential election. Before the war, the
West Indians involved themselves in the political sphere by choosing as a community.443 The
West Indian Community acted as a unit making decisions on what they viewed as the best for
their communities as a whole. Although many opted out of fighting in the revolution, the Civil
War and the Junta proved to be an avenue for growth for the West Indian and Afro-Costa Rican
people.444 The Junta addressed racially biased laws and worked to promote an active relationship
between the people of Limón and the rest of Costa Rica.
During the period of the Junta, Afro-Costa Rican leader, Alex Curling saw the period of
the Junta as a “golden opportunity” to raise awareness against the discrimination in Costa Rican
Laws and contracts.445 In 1949, Curling, not only led a press campaign but he reached out to the
United Nations in hopes that the organization would protect the people of African descent in
Costa Rica.446 Curling‟s letter was published in the Diario de Costa Rica causing the Junta to
address the matter immediately. Figueres and the Junta were fearful of the impact that the letter
had in the public‟s opinion, as they were attempting to build support and unity among the
people.447 The Junta addressed the discrimination against the citizens and quickly retracted a part
of the 1934 contract with United Fruit Company that banned people of color from working
outside Limón.448 Although the retraction only benefited those who had citizenship, Figueres and
the Junta won over West Indians and Afro-Costa Ricans.449
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West Indian and other minority migrant groups changed how they were viewed in the
political sphere and Costa Rican society overall. The Civil War opened up discussions on the
integration of people of color to the Costa Rican society. As discussed in the previous chapter,
many West Indian migrant families at times struggled to gain citizenship period to the Civil War
as well as were legally isolated from the rest of the Costa Rican society.
In the year and a half, the administration of the Junta was in power; members addressed
the isolation of the West Indian Community. José Figueres visited Limón in hopes that the West
Indian community would join him on the creation of the new Costa Rica.450 While in Limón,
Figueres employed populist tactics in an attempt to win over the support of the people.451 It is
important to note that Figueres may have been one of the first leaders to visit the West Indian
communities in hopes of bringing the nation together but he also had an alternative motive.
Figueres and the other leaders of the Junta knew the banana areas of Limón as a base for the
Communist Party and had many sympathizers to the National Republican Party. In the banana
zones, many of the Costa Rican “mariachis” fought with the government. Many West Indians, on
the other hand, refused to become involved in the war. Figueres communicated to the various
West Indian groups to gain support for the women‟s right to vote and many other platforms.452
The support of the West Indian and Afro-Costa Rican community made up almost 33.2% of the
Limón region.453
To further foster the connection between the West Indian Communities and the Junta,
Figueres banned the racially charged contract with the United Fruit Company that prohibited the
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company from hiring Afro-Costa Ricans and West Indians. He also opened up a general
amnesty for all West Indians that were born in the nation, even though he did not address the
citizenship laws.454 Opening up a conversation with the West Indian Community leaders and
providing legal changes and ideological amnesty shaped how the West Indians were viewed in
Costa Rica. Although there were many challenges of racism, Figueres began to open up crucial
conversations in the government as well as among all Costa Ricans. The majority of the West
Indian community were migrants or descendants from migrant workers and shaped the Costa
Rican identity; not only did their presence change Costa Rican society it forced discussion on the
question of “who is Costa Rica.”
By 1953, Afro-Costa Ricans were able to enter the political sphere, Alex Curling a
member of the Afro-Costa Rican community broke through the glass ceiling, as he was the first
person of Afro-West Indian descent to be elected into congress.455 Alex Curling identified
himself as Afro-Costa Rican, and he was one of the first West Indians to claim citizenship, which
prompted his fellow West Indians to apply as well, and promoted equal rights for all.456
Curling, fought to extend deadlines for the citizen application to help his fellow community
members and well as others achieve citizenship.457
Harpelle relates that claiming and taking advantage of their right to citizenship allowed
many West Indians to survive as a cultural group.458 The West Indian identity was under attack
without citizenship, and many believed that claims to citizenship also threatened their identity
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because they were forced into a Hispanic society.459 The integration with the established
accepted Costa Rican identity not only affected the overall Afro-West Indian Community, but it
was also a compromise on the identity of Costa Rica. As stated before, by allowing the AfroCosta Ricans to become full active citizens and removing the laws that prevented the growth and
spread of the community throughout Costa Rica.
Although West Indians were able to have an opportunity for political and social mobility,
many Afro-Costa Ricans still faced the effects of the laws before the Civil War. Harpelle argues
that the Limón province was still economically damaged due to the Panama Disease fungus that
destroyed most of the banana plantations. The effects of the former laws and contracts limiting
the initial expansion of the community Limón reflects an economic disparity compared to the
rest of the nation.460
The Junta allowed for the development of a more pluralist society in Costa Rica. Before
the Civil War, the accepted identity of a Costa Rican was one of European descent, who spoke
Spanish. The presence of West Indians created a further challenge of what it meant to be a Costa
Rican. West Indians challenged the national identity and as discussed before it met with
challenges against their very existence in the nation. Not only did Costa Ricans reject their
presence, but they had also created laws and contracts that prevented the growth of the West
Indian community outside of the Limón province. However, the Costa Rican Civil War among
many of the other internal debates between the West Indian and Afro Costa Rican communities
led to the introduction of West Indians into Costa Rican political life.
Although the introduction of West Indians was a tool of Figueres‟ agenda, leaders like
Alex Curling used the opportunity to petition for better conditions of citizenship to those that
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wanted to apply as well as lobby for equal rights for all. Even though the people of Limón were
met with challenges that had affected the further development of the society and Limón region,
the Afro-Costa Ricans were able to integrate into the Costa Rican society as well as develop the
identity from its limited image that it had before. Afro-Costa Rican society during the period of
the Junta was able to receive the right to vote, and by Figueres‟ outreach to the communities, it
allowed for further communication about their status and developed their status in the political
sphere of the nation.
While there were many improvements for the Afro-Costa Rican and West Indian
communities after the Civil War, it is necessary to note that integration into society was not
straightforward. As discussed previously, the West Indian and Afro-Costa Rican people faced
many challenges to blending and integrating into Costa Rican society. Not only was racism a
challenge but the Afro-West Indians also met language barriers and religious differences.
Dolores William Joseph Montout, the author of Tres Relatos del Caribe Costarricense, creates a
narrative not only to highlight the Creole-English language spoken by the West Indian in Limón,
but he also emphasizes that there was a continuity of problems for the community, such as
inadequate school systems.461 However, as discussed above, the Civil War and the Junta did
provide an opportunity for a room for political growth.
Much like women, after the Civil War and the period of the Junta Afro-Costa Ricans
were able to see developments and challenges to the preconceived concept of Costa Rican
identity. Alex Curling was one the first Afro-Costa Rican to be elected into a governmental
position opening up a path for other Afro-Costa Ricans to hold a political office. In 2009, Epsy
Campbell, a granddaughter of a Jamaican immigrant, attempted to win the Citizen Action Party
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to run for president in 2010.462463 Although she did not win the opportunity to run for president in
2010, she became vice president in May 2018. Campbell is Costa Rica‟s first Afro-Costa Rican
to be elected to that office.464
The period of the Junta brought many changes into the lives of Costa Rican residents,
especially for the Afro-West Indian communities. The Junta addressed the racist legislation and
began to change laws that made it difficult for Afro-Costa Ricans to claim citizenship and
retracted the limitation placed upon the United Fruit Company that banned the hiring people of
color outside of the Atlantic region. Although West Indians and Afro-Costa Ricans still faced
racism and cultural exclusion, they formed a unique culture in the Limón region and faced the
necessity of the reconceptualization of identity. Afro-Costa Ricans after the Civil War began to
adopt the use of the Spanish language, as seen in works of Quincy Duncan, an author of West
Indian descent is recognized as the first “Afro-Caribbean writer in the Spanish language” in
Costa Rica. West Indian presence in Costa Rica was irreversible, and much like Costa Rican
women, many Afro-Costa Ricans have fought for their place in society, facing prejudice but
overcoming and redefining the nation.

Redefining Costa Rican Identity
The Costa Rican Civil War and the Junta provided an avenue for social movements to
have moments of initial success. Women won the chance to vote, Afro-Costa Ricans were able to
claim citizenship easier, and the Junta addressed and other sexist and racist legislation. These
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were only some steps in the reconceptualization of identity and the development of a more
pluralistic society in Costa Rica. Women and West Indians faced many other hardships.
However, they did not end their efforts in creating a place for themselves in society and in
politics. Taking advantage of the developments in the civil rights movements throughout the
1940s, both Afro-Costa Ricans and women pushed for a larger and equal voice in society.
The prior conceived ideas of Costa Rican identity began to mold and developed, and
people of color and women were allowed to participate in the society legally equal to the “white”
men that had previously controlled the nation. The Civil War and the period of the Junta created
an avenue for growth for those that had been oppressed by not only laws and the excepted image
of a Costa Rica. The concept of what a Costa Rican is had morphed and the country was no
longer home to only white Spanish Catholics, but it is also home to a diverse group of people.
The Civil War brought many different changes to the nation, but arguably, the most
critical change was the advanced flexibility as a society. Costa Rica had addressed its racism and
intolerance of the West Indians along with the other migrant worker groups by eliminating laws
that prevented them from working outside of the region of Limon, and it also opened up the
political and social doors for women. The height of the women‟s movement was in the 1940s,
and the revolution brought new opportunities for women in Costa Rica not only to win the right
to vote but to also redefining their position in society. By adding the narratives of the West
Indians and women to the current historiography, it allows for a full of narrative of what Costa
Rica is. Harpelle states, “The „real Costa Rica‟ is much larger and more diverse than evident in
the current historiography.”465
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In addition, the Costa Rican Civil War defined people‟s relationship with democracy. The
War and the Junta solidified what democracy means to the people of Costa Rica. As Ameringer
argues in his work, democracy had its root in colonial times in Costa Rica and developed further
as Costa Rica continued to grow as an independent nation, the people and their belief in
democracy fended off the threats to democracy and expelled those who wished to threaten in
further. The Civil War was a moment where the revolutionaries were able to have their voice
heard. Miguel Salguero recalls his father saying the following “ Now the fingerprints we left on
the ballots will also be left on the triggers.” 466

The Banana Republic or Environmental Protection Advocate
As discussed throughout the thesis, the banana and coffee industries were vital industries
to the Costa Rican economy as well as the social and cultural growth of the nation. However,
after the Civil War, Costa Ricans were forced to address the role that these industries had on not
only the nation‟s politics, international relations, and the economy but its environment as well.
The Junta worked to begin protecting the nation‟s environment; in 1949, the
administration established a Forest Council to help protect the forest from both natural and
human-made disasters such as forest fires.467 Although the Costa Rican government eventually
discontinued the program, due to lack of action, the government under Ulate from 1949 to 1953
and Figueres from 1953 to 1958 continued to develop programs about environmental
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conservation.468 By 1965, after many discussions to develop protected lands and national parks,
Cabo Blanco became the first nature reserve in the nation.469
Progress to Costa Rican environmental protection is a significant example of the way
Costa Ricans began to reconstruct their nation and their identity. By taking control of the
environment around them, Costa Ricans fought back against the destructive forces of neoimperialism. An environmental historian, Paul Sutter argues in his essay that international
environmental history is a small but growing field, which should and does focus on the
ecological effects of colonialism around the world.470 In 1979, the Carazo administration backed
initiatives to use tax dollars to plant trees and fight against deforestation.471 Carazo also wrote a
letter to the Standard Fruit company to reduce the runoff of pesticides from the banana
plantations, but the company ignored the letter.472 In response to Standard Fruit's reluctance to
change in favor of Costa Rican‟s conservation efforts, Jorge Cortés, a graduate student and
marine biologist, published a book on the effects of pesticide runoff on the Coral Reefs near
Cahuita in southern Costa Rica, to raise awareness to the current situation.473
From the 1970s through the 1980s, Costa Ricans have worked to promote conversation
and protect Costa Rica from pollution. One group, the Costa Rican Association for the
Conservation of Nature (ASCONA), was a grassroots organization that has acted “as a watchdog
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for environmental policy.”474 The group has been responsible for promoting the further creation
of wildlife preserves, national parks, pesticide abuse laws, and much more.475
Some may wonder why Costa Rica‟s movement toward environmental projection is
essential to Costa Rican post-Civil War reconstruction. Although much like women‟s
movements and the integration and incorporation of West Indians into Costa Rican culture,
environmental protection plans continued to grow and develop after the period of the Junta. The
Administration of the Junta created the needed discussion and preliminary changes that further
sparked the Costa Ricans to limit what foreign based companies such as Standard Fruit and
United Fruit Companies could do. By installing environmental protection legislation, Costa
Ricans continue to fight for their nation protecting the environment not only for themselves but
also for the world itself.
Addressing the Exceptionalism
As stated before, the current historiography in Latin America has argued that Costa Rica
is a case of exceptionalism during the Cold War when many of the nations began to fall under
the pressure of state violence, governmental corruption, and external pressures. Costa Rica,
however, maintained its democracy during the later decades of the Civil War because its citizens
refused to accept the violence and electoral fraud in 1948. Following the Civil War, José
Figueres and other members of the administration of the Junta created several changes that
allowed the nation to retain its democracy.
Manrique Mata-Montero discusses what it was like growing up in Costa Rica after the
Civil War:
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Oh, we are so civilized in Costa Rica! We are so different from the surrounding
countries. We are so democratic… Modernization was making me realize that I lived in
an underdeveloped country; that our economy was based on a few exports- coffee,
bananas, cocoa, and beef; and that we were not that different from our brothers in the rest
of Central America to whom we had always shown the greatest contempt.476

Mata relates that although Costa Rica began to develop after the Civil War, it still had much in
common with other nations. However, his account also sheds light on how Costa Rican
exceptionalism was not just a term given by scholars, but it is a concept that the people of Costa
Rica have always believed.
As Mata had stated Costa Rica was not always a case of exceptionalism regardless of
what Costa Ricans may believe, it shared similar economic endeavors; it faced a period of state
violence and corruption in the 1940s. The Costa Rican Civil War was a genuine social
revolution, and it created an opportunity for the nation to not only address the claims of electoral
fraud, and state promoted organized violence, but also Costa Rica tackled its racial differences
that many nations would face in the later years of the Cold War.
Costa Rican exceptionalism is present throughout the later years of the Civil War. Most
of the Cold War scholarship forces on Latin American political corruption, and state organized
violence occurred at the start of the Cuban Revolution in the early 1950s. As Chris Frazer relates
to Mexico before the Cuban Revolution, starting in 1953 was the model for all of the revolts and
protest for Latin American revolutions.477 However, after the events of the Cuban Revolution
that became the model for many other revolutionaries. Costa Rica itself is exceptional because it
falls into a different model of revolutions. To scholars who study Cold War history in Latin
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America, Costa Rica is the first nation to face a revolution in the Cold War, opening up doors to
the role that the United States had in Latin America.
Looking at how Costa Rica was exceptional during the Civil War and the reconstruction
period during the Junta the role that the United States had is essential to the narrative. It is
essential to review how the United States affected the various nations during the Cold War.
Much of the United States‟ interests in Latin America were economic. The U.S. was also
interested in the resources available in Latin America. The other was the territorial claim
justified as ending violence and preventing the spread of Communism throughout the Western
Hemisphere. The United States had an active role in most if not all the nations in Latin America
during the Cold War and many of the violent conflicts that plagued Central America, South
America, and the Caribbean. Scholars have linked the conflicts to the actions of the C.I.A and
other U.S. agencies whether or not the actions were direct or indirect.
One significant factor that is seen in Costa Rican exceptionalism is the role that the
United States played during the revolution and the Junta. The United States government at this
time claimed that they were going to be enacting the Good Neighbor Policy and would not
provide aid to either the government forces or the revolutionaries. In other nations, the United
States played a more significant role, such as in El Salvador, the United States trained the
military forces, or in Guatemala, the C.I.A. supported the actions that led to the genocide of the
Maya. The role of the United States between 1948 and 1949, was an officially a hands-off
approach. However, due to the threats of the Communist Party, which were, growing in the
1930s and the 1940s in Costa Rica and the violent hostility of the Civil War the United States put
pressure on the government by threatening to end the conflict themselves with tactical police
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forces. However, the United States did not intervene militarily with the actual battle for the
reconstruction of the government.

Figure 6: Cartoon of the President Oscar Arias‟ peace plan for Central America. Hugo Díaz. Semanario
Universidad, 7 August 1987. In "Imperial Eagle versus Peace Dove" The Costa Rican Reader.

As discussed in Chapter 2, after the Civil War, Costa Rica maintained its relationship
with the United States, but its people did not always agree. As seen in Figure 6, Hugo Díaz, a
popular cartoon artist, highlights President Oscar Arias‟ peace plan for Central America, which
“blindsided the United States” as the Regan administration waged war on the revolutionary
movements in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala.478,479 Not only was Arias‟ peace plan a
defense against the violence and corruption saw in Central America after the Costa Rican Civil
War, but it also comments on its commitment to peace and its exceptionalism.
Moreover, as explored in the earlier chapters of the thesis, Costa Rica became a case of
exceptionalism because of the people‟s commitment to democracy and avoiding violence.
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During the Junta, as explored in earlier chapters the nation faced dramatic changes. Not only
were women and Afro-Costa Ricans integrated into the political sphere, but the Junta also made
drastic changes to the nation‟s social security programs and its banks. At that moment, the
changes may have seemed radical, but in many instances, the people of Costa Rica supported the
Junta and the government.
Finally, the role that the Civil War and the period of the Junta had on the building an idea
of Costa Rican exceptionalism was their commitment to the people. Many people would have
supported Figueres if he had claimed the presidency from himself, but he had believed that
would set a dangerous precedent from the Second Republic of Costa Rica. Instead, he and the
Junta ruled by decree for eighteen months before handing the presidency to Ulate, who had won
the 1948 election. Figueres and the Junta addressed as many significant changes as possible such
as granting all citizens the right to vote, establishing a new social security system, and abolishing
the national army to help ensure that the people had a voice, had access to healthcare, and had a
feeling of safety and freedom.

Summary
The actions taken by the Junta led Costa Rica into its Second Republic. The Junta not
only addressed the challenges created by political corruption but it also addressed gender and
racial inequalities. The actions of the Junta opened up the possibility of a more pluralist society,
and although the administration did not immediately create a greater sense of equality, women,
and people of color saw many changes at this moment. The small victories for these communities
were further developed, and socioeconomic and political mobility has been possible. The Civil
War and the Junta created the possibility for Costa Ricans to develop a form of democracy that

Chapter Four 127
was seemingly more equal than in the past. Not only did it bring back democratic traditions seen
throughout Costa Rican history but also it allowed for the people of Costa Rica to improve these
traditions, therefore, making the solidarity for the people. Costa Rican exceptionalism seen
throughout the remainder of the Cold War is due to the Costa Rican resistance to armed
insurrections, a commitment to democracy, and an extent an influence of foreign involvement.
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Conclusion
Seventy years ago, Costa Ricans took up arms to fight against the electoral fraud and the
violence supported and perpetrated by the government. Although some citizens like José
Figueres, believed a violent revolution was necessary, it was the electoral fraud and the murder
of Dr. Luis Valverde Vega in 1948, which created the sense of urgency and convinced many
citizens that the nation was in a state that made diplomacy and peaceful negations impossible.
The bravery of the Costa Rican revolutionaries reveals that the belief of Costa Rica as a
democratic nation was of vital importance and the people refused to be oppressed, and their
voice through the ballot was to be heard.
The Civil War and the period of the Junta created a period in which the people of Costa
Rica were able to use their voices to change the nation. The Civil War period provided changes
to the government that allowed for the growth of a pluralist society. Women and people of color
soon were able to be perceived as full Costa Rican citizens, not only redefining Costa Rican
society and culture but the political sphere as well. For example, Emma Gamboa was the first
woman to hold the position of Minister of Education, and Alex Curling was the first Afro-Costa
Rican to be elected Deputy of Legislative Assembly. Their political influence grew as Laura
Chinchilla was the first female president elected into office in 2010, and Epsy Campbell became
the Afro-Costa Rican Vice-President in May 2018.
Costa Rica from its independence faced many difficulties as corrupt leaders attempted to
take over the nation. However, Costa Ricans repeatedly expelled dictators and installed
democratically elected leaders as presidents. The people of Costa Rica held the belief that the
nation should be run by the people and for the people. When Costa Rican democracy was under
threat, the people protested and rejected that challenge in the means of warfare, military coups,
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and protest. The Costa Rican Civil War was only one of several different movements to protect
democratic traditions throughout the nation‟s history. However, it was the actions of the Junta
under Figueres that allowed for changes, which are more significant to Costa Rican society. Not
only did the Junta took measures in hopes of preventing governmental corruption and state
organized violence, but also it allowed for an avenue for excluded people to become recognized
actors in their nation.
Costa Rica before the Civil War was an impoverished nation; its economy was dependent
on the United Fruit Company and coffee production. In each of these industries, the wealth was
unequally distributed, and labor laws did not protect many of the workers. It was in the 1940s,
under Calderón and Manuel Mora, when this situation changed and the Communist Party began
to grow. Although Figueres supported the idea of creating and regulating labor laws, he did not
approve of Mora and others who used the relationship with the government as a way for personal
finical growth. Once in office, Figueres began to redesign labor laws, change how companies
and banks functioned, and regulate the control of the state over economic growth to create better
social development. Although Figueres and the members of the Junta were limited in their time
to accomplish the plans, Figueres used his second and third terms in office to further change the
nation.
The focus of the first chapter of this thesis explored how Costa Rica was similar to that of
the other Caribbean nations, Central American nations, and Mexico. In many ways, Costa Rica
developed similarly to its neighbors. The banana industry began in the 20th century and was
mostly controlled by the United Fruit Company, which not only had the monopoly in the
industry in Costa Rica but in many other countries as well. The banana industry developed under
Minor Keith after the construction of the railroad and used the labor of migrant workers such as
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the West Indians. The United Fruit Company exploited the land and the laborers promoting
economic inequalities. However, the West Indian communities developed further in the region.
The coffee sector in Costa Rica was also similar to that of other nations. The coffee elite in Costa
Rica were active in the government, promoting the people that were believed to serve them and
their needs. As Figueres traveled across Central America and Mexico during his period of exile,
he became aware of the similarities and differences between the states. The narrative of injustice
and violence in Central America and a common ideology shared amongst revolutionaries
influenced Figueres. During his stay in Mexico, Figueres met with revolutionaries from various
nations in Latin America and became part of the informal organization called the Caribbean
Legion, which provided support to the Costa Rican Civil War.
Figueres‟ commitment to the Caribbean Legion, albeit controversial allowed the Army of
National Liberation to grow and have continuous access to more weapons and resources. The
relationship with the Caribbean Legion also brought Costa Rica into the discussion of
dictatorships and revolutions during the Cold War. Figueres was an active member, and after the
Civil War ended, he showed commitment to his beliefs that democracy is possible in all nations.
Although his actions and commitment to the Caribbean Legion created tension during the period
of reconstruction, especially with the relationship with the Nicaraguan dictator, Anastasio
Somoza, it placed Costa Rica among the narrative of the revolutions provides evidence that
Costa Rica was not necessarily immune to the pressures of dictatorship and violence.
The second chapter explored the narrative of the Civil War. Soldiers in the revolutionary
forces related to the Opposition‟s cause on March 1, 1948, after the Congress annulled the
elections and a group of irregular troops and police officers attacked the home of Dr. Luis
Valverde Vega, resulting in the death of Doctor Valverde and the arrest of Otilio Ulate Blanco,
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the presidential candidate. This was the moment for many citizens that started the Civil War just
over ten days. Citizens traveled to La Lucha Sin Fin and began training. On March 12, 1948, the
government sent men to see what was happening on La Lucha Sin Fin, and members of the
Army of National Liberation attacked them. The fighting lasted until April 21, 1948, after the
Pact of the Mexican Embassy was signed.
The third chapter examines the role that identity played was essential to understand why
people chose to take up arms, or give support to either the government or the Army of National
Liberation. The exploration into identity emphasizes the idea that Costa Ricans viewed
democracy as a rule by the people and for the people, and many citizens or residents of Costa
Rica felt that, they had no voice in their nation. In response, women took to the streets to protest
for their suffrage; West Indians opened up discussions on the importance of citizenship and the
importance of their unique identity. All of which, was addressed during the Junta.
The actions of the Junta also were vital in creating a narrative of Costa Rican democracy
and its exceptionalism. The Junta, faced with charges of corruption, led Costa Rica into a new
era that was able to maintain its democracy when many other nations were falling into moments
of violence and dictatorships. However, the period of Costa Rican reconstruction during the term
of the Junta protected Costa Rica from reverting to a threat against its democracy. As stated
before, the Junta‟s decision to face racial and gender, was one of the key moments that defined
the nation. Albeit, there is a question of what political gains Figueres and Ulate had made by
pushing political changes for women and people of color in Costa Rica, it did open doors for the
expanding community and strengthened the concept of democracy as a form of government run
by the people and for the people. After the Junta, women and West Indian and Asian migrant
workers could claim full citizenship and finally vote on laws and leaders to represent them.
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The period of the Civil War was a unique moment in Costa Rican history. Not only was
the Costa Rican Civil War the last time in that nation a political leader was forced out of office
by military power, but it was also a time that the nation took preventative measures to attempt to
keep the country from falling victim to corruption and violence. The Costa Rican Civil War
provided an avenue for the people to address discriminatory laws and become a pluralist society.
The reforms under the administration of the Junta not only created better health care for the
nation, abolished the army, and nationalized the banks, but also created a new definition of Costa
Rican identity.
This thesis has addressed the current historiography by exploring the role of the people in
Costa Rica during the Civil War and the Junta. The existing historiography has focused on the
role of Figueres and the Junta and how it was the actions of a single group of people that defined
this moment in Costa Rican history. However, the research completed has added new voices to
this narrative. The voices of the men fighting alongside Figueres, women, and West Indians
helped create a more complex narrative of the period. The added voices have formed a narrative
and allowed a significant understanding of how this period was a defining moment for Costa
Rican identity and democracy. The voices added to the overarching narrative have permitted
exploration into how the people in Costa Rica related themselves to the Opposition and the
government. Many of the personal narratives related by members of the Opposition suggested
that one of the main reasons for their support to the Opposition was that they believed Costa Rica
had left democratic traditions. The people wanted to fight for the future of the nation.
The field of study in Costa Rican history has much room to grow. The small nation to the
south of Central America is often left out of the narrative of Latin American studies but has a
rich history of being resilient to pressures from the outside and fighting to maintain the
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democratic traditions that the people identify. The field has many avenues that scholars can
explore, including advanced studies into racial and gender issues within the nation. Although I
have touched on these topics, several questions remain about race and its development in Costa
Rica. Gender relations in Costa Rica also have many avenues that can researchers can explore.
This thesis touched on the role of gender in the Costa Rican Civil War, but the subject overall
deserves a more in-depth analysis of the role women have had in the development of Costa Rica.
When looking at gender issues in Costa Rica, I believe there is a fascinating narrative
waiting to be written on the women of Costa Rica. The thesis brings women‟s agency in the Civil
War to the forefront. Previously unused sources were used to explore what the many roles
women held during this period. By including women in the narrative, it shows that women like
men had an active role in planning, executing and reconstructing Costa Rica. Although this thesis
explored women‟s role in depth, more work can be done in bringing women into the discussion
of the development of Costa Rica. Women during the 1940s were active in a variety of different
ways, and although there are a few published readers on the women‟s movement in Costa Rica,
more research is needed to be added in this field of study.
Further research is needed to explore the histories of the various indigenous groups in
Costa Rica. Although there was a considerably smaller native population in Costa Rica than
many other nations, many native tribes still live in their communities today, speaking a preserved
version of their language. Much of the reviewed scholarly research for this thesis did not include
the voice of the indigenous groups in the narrative of Costa Rica or even in the Civil War itself.
Other groups that need further exploration are the various Asian migrant communities.
Costa Rica today is home to a diverse group of Asian communities and much of the reviewed
scholarship for construction of this thesis did not include the role that the variety of Asian
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communities had on the development of the nation. One can explore the role that Japanese and
other Asian communities have on the events of the Civil War, and how these communities
progressed as the nation became more tolerant toward minorities.
Even though the West Indian Community provided a case study for this thesis, I believe
there are many avenues of historical exploration that have yet to be completed by scholars. The
West Indian communities provided an ideal case study because it addressed the hierarchal racial
trends developed during the colonial period in Latin America. However, scholars could explore
the role that West Indians had on the development of the Costa Rican identity as a whole and its
Caribbean identity, which was eventually embraced by the nation.
Finally, historians can explore the importance of historical memory in Costa Rica. Costa
Rica has chosen to keep evidence of the Civil War visible for its citizens and tourist to see.
Bullet holes in the Museo Nacional de Costa Rica and other buildings in San José still exist as a
testament to the events that occurred in 1948. A fascinating study can be done on the historical
memory of the Civil War versus other threats to Costa Rican democracy before because there is
not much evidence to the times that Costa Rica fell to dictatorships. It is possible that the
administration hoped to use the evidence of the war as a lasting testament of the lives lost to
bring the nation back to its democratic traditions, and the nation‟s commitment to ensurethe
nation never falls back to a period of dictatorship or unjust rule.
In summary, the Costa Rican Civil War was a defining moment in Latin American
history. It placed Costa Rica at the leading edge of Cold War Era revolutions challenging the
structure of militarist governments. Although international leaders and scholars have
characterized the events as mild in comparison to other periods of armed insurrections and
revolutions in nations in Central America and the Caribbean, that does diminish of the revolution
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to the Costa Rican people. Costa Rican author Enrique Obregón Valverde stated the following in
the documentary, First Lady of the Revolution,
Many years ago someone asked me at the university if what had happened in 1948 had
been a true revolution. Before 1948 when a peasant had a child, he would almost say
almost instinctively 'A new farmhand has been born to me.' A new life that can be
exploited to work in the fields. But twenty-five years after the revolution of 1948, the
children and the grandchildren of those same peasants are teachers and university
professors, physicians at hospitals, lawyers, engineers, chemists, physicists, and
politicians. That is a Revolution.480

By taking up arms, the Costa Ricans who believed the government had left democratic traditions
and fallen into corruption, chose to risk their lives to bring back the democracy that they desired.
By joining ranks and supporting Figueres and the Opposition, Costa Ricans stood up against
their families and neighbors who supported the government. The people who chose to fight
decided to do so because it was the only way that they believed they could save their nation. In
an article to the Tico Times, veteran Alejandro Rivera Guitérrez stated the following about
Figueres‟ actions during the Junta, “To abolish the army and invest in education before weapons,
it was the greatest thing he ever did. Today, we are reaping the benefits of that, and the younger
generations are growing up in a country without an army.”481 The Civil War for many Costa
Ricans was a defining moment, and its effects are visible even today.
Many people had different reasons to fight in the Civil War; some chose to fight for the
restoration of the electoral process, others to end the violence that they had witnessed throughout
the Calderón and Picado presidencies, and others fought for fundamental rights. Men and women
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in Costa Rica were passionate about the cause and withstood various tribulations to see that the
Army of National Liberation was victorious.
The Civil War shaped Costa Rica, and it has become a moment in history that Costa
Rican people are proud of. The Civil War installed a measure of faith in the nation, which was
able to curb the pressures that other nations faced during the Cold War era. The Civil War and
the reconstruction period were a new beginning for the people of Costa Rica, an opportunity of
which many partook. The people of Costa Rica transformed themselves after the Civil War, and
people of different races began to have a chance for expansion into society. The economy was
addressed using laws, which were created to protect workers and soon the environment too.
When in Costa Rica today, the effects of the Civil War are seen not only in the bullet
holes in the buildings but the people as well. As Enrique Obregón Valverde stated, the Civil War
was a genuine social revolution. Before 1948, many people in Costa Rica were oppressed
because they did not fit into a generic and accepted national identity and those who were in a
particular socioeconomic class had limited mobility. In the events of 1948-1949, Costa Ricans
reconceptualized their identity creating a more pluralist society.
The Civil War and Junta shaped Costa Rica in many ways. The people of Costa Rica
fought against the government to not only bring back a version of democracy and end the
violence for themselves but, as many testimonies have stated for the future as well. Physical
evidence of the Civil War is seen in photographs and the bullet holes on the Museo Nacional de
Costa Rica, but the Costa Rican people hold its legacy within them.
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